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abstract
Tillberg, Margareta: Coloured Universe and the Russian Avant-Garde. Matiushin on Colour 
Vision in Stalin’s Russia 1932. In English. Stockholm. 400 pp. isbn 91-7265-683-2. Eidos nr 10, 
Skrifter från Konstvetenskapliga institutionen vid Stockholms universitet issn 1650-5298.

Colour was of fundamental importance in modernist art. One reason its significance has been 
studied so little with regard to Russian art is that Soviet archives were inaccessible until the early 
1990s. This study is based on extensive research in Russian archives and unpublished material.

Contemporary ideas from German Bauhaus and De Stijl in Holland have received deserved 
attention. In the Soviet Union, avant-garde artists were silenced as enemies of the people – their 
priorities were other than the class struggle. 

The aim of this dissertation is to present and analyse the hitherto unknown colour theory of 
Mikhail Matiushin (1861–1934) published in Leningrad and Moscow in 1932.

The work is divided into five parts. The first part, Colour, deals with the contexts of history, 
colour and art. During the 1920s a number of institutes for interdisciplinary scientific research in 
art, design and architecture were founded in the Soviet Union. One of them was the Institute of 
Artistic Culture in Leningrad – GINKhUK – where Malevich and Tatlin also worked. There the 
artist, musician and theoretician Mikhail Matiushin supervised the Department of Organic 
Culture with his Laboratory of Colour. To formulate a universal language was one goal, to 
redesign the world for the masses outside the ‘dead’ museums another, and to produce a new 
kind of human being, a third.

The second part, Vision, analyses Matiushin's training programme, a variant of synaesthetical 
union of the senses, which includes an extension of the visual angle to a complete 360°. The third 
part, Culture, compares Matiushin with the theosophist mystics Pëtr Uspenskii and C. H. 
Hinton, the painter Wassily Kandinsky and the philosopher Henri Bergson. 

Part four, Ideology, sheds light on colour from those whose perspective was based on the State 
philosophy of dialectical materialism. By the early 1930s, the innovative institutes were closed 
down due to centralization of all expressions of culture under the banner of Socialist Realism.

The last part, Synthesis, provides a detailed discussion on what happened after the 1930s. It 
concludes with the colour theory text, both its Russian original and for the first time in English 
translation.

The belief is that Matiushin’s colour theory was not given any consideration after its publica-
tion in 1932. The results of this study show, however, that his colour handbook has been and still 
is used in the colour design of St. Petersburg. 

Key words: Russian avant-garde, Mikhail Matiushin, Elena Guro, Ender siblings, colour theory, colour vision, 
synaesthesia, dialectical materialism, Stalin, culture, painting, science of art, aesthetics, architecture, design. 
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1. Introduction

I needn’t say anything. Merely show. I shall purloin no valuables, 
appropriate no ingenious formulations. But the rags, the refuse – 
these I will not inventory but allow, in the only way possible, 

to come into their own: by making use of them.
walter benjamin, the arcades project n1a,8. 

From the flaming reds and greens of the Russian icons and symbolic blue-vio-
lets of Mikhail Vrubel’s impressionism, to the wild stage settings of the Ballets
Russes, chromatic cubo-futurism, the Delaunays’ colour-discs and Kandin-
sky’s colour explosions, Skriabin’s promethic fusion of sound and colour,
Russian art and in particular its pre-revolutionary avant-garde has been
admired for its daring and exotic colourfulness.

After 1917, the Russian constructivists formulated a new position for art in
relation to society. From now on art was to become useful to society. Painters
and sculptors were engaged at the newly reorganised art institutes as teachers
and theoreticians. After the declaration of the death of easel-painting in 1921,
the constructivists dedicated themselves to the “production arts” (what we
today call design). From being a poor and backward agrarian country Soviet
Russia should instantly become heavily industrialized, supported by the
artists’ propaganda and the architects’ mass-projects, starting with the first
five year plan 1929–32. As the demands for economic solutions grew, colour
became an unessential luxury, only justifiable as a hard-hitting part of propa-
ganda for the state ideology. In architecture, form had pre-eminence over
colour and painters had to legitimise their existence by propagandizing for
the bright future of communism in ‘happy’ colours and as carriers of proletar-
ian symbolism in the form of red ‘fighting-spirit’ flags.

By the end of Stalin’s first five-year plan in 1932 the point of no return had
been reached, but by then the colourful Exters, Kandinskys, Delaunays, Gon-
charovas and Larionovs had long since gone West, never to return to their
increasingly harsh motherland. 

[15]



But one artist stayed and developed one of the most peculiar colour con-
cepts ever conceived: Mikhail Vasil’evich Matiushin’s (1861–1934) Zakono -
mernost’ izmeniaemosti tsvetovykh sochetanii. Spravochnik po tsvetu, in my Eng-
lish translation The Laws Governing the Variability of Colour Combinations.
Colour Manual (henceforth Laws or Colour Manual). It was published in
Moscow and Leningrad in 1932 as one of the last manifestos from the Russian
avant-garde. 

The State Institute for Artist Culture – GINKhUK – where Matiushin,
Malevich and Tatlin worked, was only one of many dedicated to art and science
after 1917 in Soviet Russia. Matiushin’s Colour Manual shows us the tip of an
iceberg of enormous efforts in the field of colour studies. His work was carried
out in the Department of Organic Culture and the Workshop for Spatial Realism
which he led. Of course there were numerous other artists in Russia, as painters
everywhere and always, who were engaged in problems concerning their own
medium. Many projects in Moscow concerned colour, and although more
research needs to be done before a coherent picture can be made, the elaborate
and consistent research on colour and perception by artists, carried out in
Matiushin’s workshops in Petrograd/Leningrad from 1918–1932, seems to have
been unrivalled. He managed to survive and even to publish a part of his ideas
as late as 1932, the same year as socialist realism was proclaimed! How did he do
it? At what cost? Did he sell his soul to Mephisto? Or did he practice so much
self-censorship that the original message could no longer be discerned? These
were questions which drew me towards this material. 

In increasingly grey surroundings, Matiushin and his students developed
his vision, a vision of a complete 360° visual angle. They believed they could
train their senses through yoga and meditation to see a more colourful world.
This in the Soviet Union of Stalin! As I see it, one fascinating aspect of the his-
tory of Matiushin’s colour theory, is that it was published in a setting com-
pletely different from the one in which it was conceived. 

The concept of Laws was born in an era full of optimism and belief in the
innate possibilities of man. It was developed during an increasingly ascetic cli-
mate and published at an “impossible” time. Two years after publication,
Matiushin died of cancer, symbolically the same year that Socialist Realism
became the sole visual bearer of state ideology. As a result his name was no
longer publicly mentioned and his research fell into oblivion. It took almost
sixty years before he was taken out of storage. Today, Matiushin is an obvious
part of international exhibitions on the classical Russian avant-garde, but still,
investigations into the ideas behind his art are in their initial stage. 

I will not stipulate here what colour theory is in Matiushin’s sense. This is
rather what this whole study is about. 
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the problem, purpose of study 
and previous research

This study is a presentation of Mikhail Matiushin’s Zakonomernost’ izmeniae-
mosti tsvetovykh sochetanii. Spravochnik po tsvetu – The Laws Governing the
Variability of Colour Combinations. Colour Manual. The presentation is
twofold, partly directed at different readers. First of all, I shall try to give Laws
an historical background by placing it in its cultural context. The second pur-
pose is to present Laws as a colour theory in a way that makes sense to profes-
sionals in the field of colour science. Since the problems concerning colour
vision are part of my thesis, i. e., that his colour concept visually represents his
philosophy, my two purposes are inseparable. My theory is that when writing
on art and art theory in Soviet Russia the framework has to consider politics
and ideology. Decisions on questions concerning these matters were given
top priority insofar as art could, and eventually had to, serve as political prop-
aganda.1 My method is to use Matiushin’s eyes as a guide through his age, by
defining his approach to vision in relation to his contemporaries. With the
aim of broadening the understanding of Matiushin, I use colour and vision as
the key to a cross-section of his time. 

My argument is that in Matiushin’s case the political context even had a
direct impact on his work. Of course, I could have isolated Matiushin’s ideas
from the highly distracting background of his days, but I believe that they
would then have been deprived of much of what they truly are about. There-
fore my object is Laws 1932, its sources, realization, implications, art and polit-
ical context in comparison and contrast to other contemporary colour theo-
ries in the Soviet Union. 

My thesis is that Matiushin forms a way of looking at the world which is
illustrated by his colour charts. His colour concept is a visual image of his phi-
losophy. Matiushin’s thoughts deal both with coloured objects and their sur-
rounding, and the experience of these colours. Laws, its illustrations and text,
form the point of departure. 

My argument is that Matiushin’s interest in colour vision is literally instru-
mental to his worldview and thus to an understanding of Laws. Colour vision
is not only the generator but also the result of the visual processes.2His inten-
tion lay beyond what I term the ‘literary method’, instead aspiring to a height-
ened level of vision. The decisive aspect is his preoccupation with vision and

17Introduction

1. On socialist realism, see for example Bown 1998.
2. Wünsche 1997 pp. 222ff reduces Matiushin’s ideas on colour to be a part of theatre as a
Gesamtkunstwerk.
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colour. In contrast to the ‘literary method’, Matiushin attempted to reach
increased insight into the perceptual functions of the senses. To him colour
was both the path and the purpose of a different reality, not a language game:
colour was not a literary anecdote, a metaphor, but an instrument for convey-
ing the visuality of otherwise invisible elements.

There are of course alternative ways of interpreting Matiushin. So far the
scant reception has tended to delimit his work to the sphere of occultism or
poetry in terms of ‘poetic images’, of ‘metasense’ which is ‘beyond reason’.3

There is something to these explanations but they do not touch the very core.
Whether Matiushin was a scientist, occultist or poet misses the mark. To me,
this literary categorization does not grasp what was really essential for mod-
ernist artists. If colour were only a metaphor for Matiushin, it could be
described in terms of mere language-analysis in the way of philosophers, or
semantically in the way of art historians.4

Matiushin places vision at the centre of importance in Laws as well as in oth-
er texts. The way I see it, there is an underlying assumption, perhaps sometimes
unknown to Matiushin himself and blurred in its contours, yet distinct in direc-
tion. It is therefore the very act of seeing which forms the hub and vantage
point for my study. This method has given me the opportunity of following the
ideas of Matiushin further than the ‘literary’ approach would have allowed. 

In one way, Matiushin was a mainstream modernist, but he was a peculiar
example at the same time. In Theorizing Modernism, Johanna Drucker estab-
lishes the three main concerns of the modernist visual artist to be space as rep-
resentation (or representation as space), the ontology of the object and the
production of subjectivity.5 In this, and in his visual approach, Matiushin is
really the modernist artist per se. But his way of approaching vision, was spe-
cial.6As I will argue, the very core of his worldview was the perceiving subject.

3. In Rakitin 1991 p. 59 Matiushin’s approach is seen as “metasense” or simply “nonsense”.
In Douglas 1973/74 p. 35 his scientific method is rejected and established as “essentially poet-
ic”, or considered to be “Beyond Reason” in Douglas 1988. In Baschmakoff 1987, Matiushin’s
colour theory is mentioned as one aspect of the poetic image in the thinking of the poet
Velimir Khlebnikov. 
4. In “Sakral’nye motivy v sisteme simvolov zhivopisi E. Guro i M. Matiushina”, Malevich.
Klassicheskii avangard. T. V. Kotovich ed. Vitebsk 2000 pp. 120–135, Tarasenko has perpet-
uated the traditional iconographical method by reducing the whole philosophy of
Matiushin and Guro to the symbol of a mere rainbow. 
5. Drucker 1994 pp. 3–6. 
6. Susan Buck-Morss 2000 p. 51, refers to Matiushin’s “form of optical science” and John
Bowlt considers Matiushin’s “Extended Viewing” to be “the most curious example of the
Russian modernists’ quest for the restructuring of the human body”, Bowlt 1996 p. 52. For 
an interesting discussion on the historical construction of the pre- and post camera obscura
observer, see Crary 1999 (first ed. 1990). 



The spectator forms the point of reference, but Matiushin makes a totally new
definition of how this spectator is constructed. To Matiushin, this spectating
painter-prophet mediates unseen worlds to us normal, limited people
through painting. In spite of Matiushin being an artist,7my intention is not to
describe his paintings and then to place them in a colour-theoretical frame-
work. Although the theory and the paintings are intertwined, this study con-
centrates on colour vision with Laws as its axis. 
Laws is unknown within the history of colour theories. It has hitherto nei-

ther been analysed in its own right, nor as a part of Matiushin’s other activities
in art, music and theatre, or as a tool applicable to the fine or applied arts. This
study does not pretend to be an exhaustive account of all of Matiushin’s ideas
on colours, but merely attempts to identify and delineate some principal
themes of his concept. A sequel to Lawswas planned which was to concentrate
solely on colour and sound, but it was never carried through.8 Being a musi-
cian, this aspect was of course of great importance to Matiushin. One reason
for not going further into this matter is that it is not the main focus in Laws.
Other than that, I have imposed two basic limitations: First of all, I have
restricted myself to the soviet discourse, and secondly to names and terms
Matiushin himself refers to. The exceptions are Kandinsky and Malevich, both
giants in the Russian avant-garde who both wrote extensively on colour. With-
in the limited scope of this study, these comparisons only indicate a few points
of difference, confined to what I consider indispensable to the understanding
and clarification of Matiushin’s ideas. 

I will refer to Laws and the laboratory work as ‘Matiushin’s’ although he
developed these with considerable help from others. The initial ideas of this
colour concept stem from his deceased wife Elena Guro (1877–1913). Thanks
to her creative input, Matiushin decided to concentrate on colour research
after her death. The basis of Laws was laid down at the Institute for Artistic
Culture, GINKhUK, in the 1920s in close collaboration with his first-genera-
tion students who eventually became his assistants, especially Maria, Boris
and Ksenia Ender. The physical production of the colour charts was carried
out by Matiushin’s second generation students from the Art Academy in
Leningrad. Nevertheless, after the death of Guro, Matiushin was the vision-
ary who directed the way forward of the work and it was he who held the
reins. Although his assistants were very clever and well-educated, the vision-
ary idea as it is presented here, was Guro’s and Matiushin’s. And the one who
made it survive during the changing political situation, was Matiushin. 
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7. The well-known art collector Georgis Costakis even considered him to be among the ten
most gifted painters of the whole Russian avant-garde, see Rudenstine 1981 p. 62.
8. Matiushin 1931b p. 10. 



To sum up: Visual culture is the general field of my studies. Unlike the tradi-
tional art historical ambition to describe and decode works of art, my object is
not only Laws as a work of art and on art, but also as a carrier of colour philosophy
through the eyes of Matiushin, as a representative of his age. I see Matiushin’s
concept as a visual image of his philosophy. My argument is that it is perception
and not metaphor or symbol which generates his worldview. Matiushin’s eyes
were influenced by their historical circumstances, which in the case of
Matiushin very much included political ideology.

Previous Research and Exhibitions of Matiushin 

In summarizing the reception of Matiushin the musician, composer, painter,
art critic, colour-theorist, theatre-producer in St. Petersburg/Petrograd/
Leningrad, we have very few existing studies to refer to. There still is no
monograph on Matiushin. Occasionally he is touched upon in publications
on Malevich, since they worked side by side for many years.9As a theorist on
colour and vision he has never been thoroughly analysed. At best, we receive
reviews of what Matiushin said rather than analyses in their own right.10

When it comes to books dedicated to colour and culture, even brief mentions
of Matiushin are marred by errors.11 These facts clearly show that the field of
colour as understood by Matiushin needs further study. 
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9. See for example Malevich 1970; Andersen & Grigorieva 1977, Karassik 1991. 
10. With something as complex as colour theory, short articles can never get to grips with
the level of complexity necessarily involved nor the various aspects which reveal themselves.
In Zhadova 1974 pp. 38–46, Matiushin is summarized and compared to Johannes Itten. In
Povelikhina 1975/76 pp. 68–69, a short description of Matiushin’s “colour guide” is made. In
Douglas 1988 pp. 185–199, some illustrations connected with the colour theory are repro-
duced, but Matiushin and colour is not the focus here, but rather the occult tendencies of
Malevich and Matiushin. In Douglas 1973/74 pp. 30–41, Matiushin is presented together
with Malevich and Nikolai Kul’bin with perspectives on German experimental psychology.
A few excerpts from Laws are translated into English. The accompanying illustrations, how-
ever, are not from Laws but confused with charts Malevich brought with him to Poland/
Germany. This short article neither gives any satisfactory comparison of the colour concepts
of the three, nor comes closer to the very nature of colour, but treats it as a “sign” a “token”
or a “symbol”. Ibid p. 41n19. Bowlt 1973/74 is a survey of different colour ideas where
Matiushin’s name is mentioned (p. 24), which is also the case in Bowlt 1991/92 p. 76. 
11. In Gage 1993 with more than 2400 references, Matiushin is not included. In Gage 1999
(second ed. 2000) Matiushin is mentioned but mistakenly placed in Moscow and given an
incorrect first name, see Gage 2000 p. 248. In Russian, the only study on different colour
theories even mentioning Matiushin is Mironova’s Tsvetovedenie [Colour Theory], asserting
that there were some artists in Russia at the turn of the century who tried to found their
own colour system, among them “M. Matiushin, G. Gidoni, V. Kandinsky and P. Klee”, see
Mironova 1984, p. 164. To my knowledge however, the Swiss-born Paul Klee never even 



As an artist Matiushin was introduced in the West thanks to the pioneering
group exhibitions Paris-Moscou 1900–1930 (1979–1980) and the Russian Avant-
Garde. The Georgis Costakis Collection (1981–1983).12 These two exhibitions
opened the gates of an enormous interest in Russian and Soviet art of the ear-
ly twentieth century and were followed by other shows. Of importance for us
and for Matiushin were Sieg über die Sonne (Berlin 1983), The Spiritual in Art:
Abstract Painting 1890–1985 (Los Angeles, Chicago and The Hague, Nether-
lands 1986–87) and The Great Utopia. The Russian Avant-Garde 1915– 1932
(Frankfurt, Moscow, St. Petersburg, New York and Amsterdam 1992– 1993).
These exhibitions were accompanied by richly illustrated catalogues. Several
hundred hitherto unknown works of art met thousands upon thousands of
new eyes. Fascination and interest were tremendous, not only within the art
world, but also among the general public. This colourful art was easy to fall in
love with. But the precise knowledge of the theories behind these canvasses
has remained elusive. 

Before this wave of shows, the Russian artists who had so far been known
in the West were mostly those who had either lived or exhibited in the West.
Kandinsky, Chagall and Gabo lived most of their lives outside Russia, and Lis-
sitzky had close ties with constructivists throughout Europe. Malevich trav-
elled and exhibited in Poland and Germany, where he left a large collection of
his works that became available to museums in Europe and the USA. Thus, it
was the artists who left the Soviet Union, who became a part of art history nar-
rative, not those who stayed after the Bolsheviks had come to power. To
explain why the impact of the above-mentioned exhibitions was so great, with
time ripe for more specific shows, mention can be made of the meritorious
Art et poësie russes. 1900–1930. Le tramway egaré, edited by Troels Andersen and
Ksenia Grigorieva from 1977, with its colour illustrations which include
Matiushin’s charts brought by Malevich to Germany in 1927. 

There has been only one separate exhibition on Matiushin. In his home
country he was given a memorial show on November 21, 1934 a few weeks
after his death. It then took more than half a century until the next exhibition
was opened. In 1990 Matjuschin und die Leningrader Avantgarde was shown
at the Historical Museum in his hometown, and continued in 1991 to Zen-
trum für Kunst und Medientechnologie in Karlsruhe, Germany, with Alla
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paid Russia a visit but spent the best part of his years in Germany. In Roque 1997 pp.
377–381, a short comparative analysis between Chevreul and Matiushin is made, with an
incorrect conclusion. 
12. Paris-Moscou was curated by Pontus Hultén and Alexandre Khaltourine at the Centre
Georges Pompidou in Paris and the State Tretiakov-Gallery in Moscow. The Costakis col-
lection toured many countries, including the Moderna Museet in Stockholm.



Povelikhina as curator. Here however, not only Matiushin but also his circle
was included. The exhibition did not have any explicit concept but served
rather as a general introduction to artists little known to a wider audience.13

The Karlsruhe exhibition was followed up with Organica. The Non-Objective
World of Nature in the Russian Avant-Garde of the 20th Century at the Galerie
Gmurzynska in Cologne in 1999 with the same curator. These exhibitions have
then continued on to Russia.14The strength of these shows and catalogues was
their making of hitherto non-accessible texts and illustrations available, the
weakness however being their lack of analytical examination of the material. 

colour and vision as fields of research 

Colour as Culture 

My first purpose is to consider colour as culture. A number of general works
on colour and colour theories for and by artists have been conceived in the
West.15 In spite of these excellent presentations, their arguments and focus are
only partly, if at all, applicable to Matiushin. 

Colour in a cultural context touches upon the utterly complex field
between word and image.16 I subscribe to a definition of culture, including
art, to be a means of communication in social interaction. This approach as it
is often used in anthropology, psychology and linguistics, has the tendency to
merely deal with semantic categories such as black symbolizing death and red
and white life, or deal with the way different peoples map and categorize
colours.17These methods have not proven fruitful for my purpose. 
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13. The catalogue (in German) contains a biography on Matiushin and his circle as well as
articles by various authors and documents by Matiushin himself on music, the “fourth
dimension”, cubism and futurism, but not on colour theory, see Matjuschin 1991. 
14. The catalogues are Organica 1999, Organika 2000 and Organika 2001.
15. Gage 2000 and 1993; Silvestrini, Fischer & Stromer 1998; Hess 1993 (1953), Kemp 1990,
Gavel 1979.
16. Of course coding between experience and language is unavoidable. In order to talk
about colours at all we have to give them names. Names are always symbols whether on a
cellular, atomic or at the smallest level possible (as for the natural scientist), or on the level
of thoughts and experience (as for the philosopher, anthropologist and psychologist). For a
discussion on the relation between language and colour, see Valberg 2001 p. 1651, Farrell
1962, Malcolm 1962 (on Wittgenstein). The obvious tension between the temporality of lan-
guage and spatiality of mental images is not a new question, see for example Jay 1994 and
articles in Bryson, Holly & Moxey eds. 1992 by Rosalind Krauss, Norman Bryson, Arthur
Danto and David Summers. 
17. See for example Conklin 1954. A classical anthropological study on semantic mapping
and classification is Berlin & Kay 1969, in classical linguistics Anna Wierzbicka made a study 



When writing about colour and art, the trick is to marry art theory with the
history of that part of the natural science that has specialized in color.
Attempts have been made not only by art-historians but also by scientists to
describe works of art from the standpoint of today’s knowledge of vision
processes.18As I see it, there are many risks in such an ahistorical approach. In
this case I agree with Gage’s attempt to “explore the historicity of colour”.19

Within my discipline, that of the history and theory of art, two main trends
in colour studies can be discerned: the semantics and the perceptual approach.
The first, often coinciding with the iconographical method ‘reveals’ the sym-
bolic meaning behind the depicted colours in the tradition of Panofsky. The
second, perceptual method, approaches on the other hand the ‘pure’ colour
percept, endorsed by a use of colour as a material and a compositional aspect,
as for example in paintings by American expressionists without any addition-
al meanings ascribed to it. “You see only what you see” is Frank Stella’s implic-
itly ahistorical statement. In the German-speaking world, the perceptual tra-
dition of the history of colour in painting is called Koloritgeschichte, which is a
combination of the theoretical framework from the art-historian Heinrich
Wölfflin’s formal characteristics of visual style, and phenomenology foremost
represented by the philosopher Edmund Husserl.20 Its representatives
describe how colour is applied by different painters and what the resulting
perceptual effects are. Their texts give detailed descriptions of the direction of
brush-strokes for adding to the luminosity of a painting, of different compo-

23Introduction

on the subdivision into colour names in various languages, see Anna Wierzbicka 1990. In
“How culture conditions the colours we see”, Umberto Eco, as a semiotician, tries to deal
with this language problem, but is frustrated by the lack of intelligible codes to decipher the
meaning of colour within a given culture. See Eco 1985. On Eco, see Gage 2000 pp. 21f.
Each approach has its own limitations. Whether it is the anthropologist who ascribes dif-
ferent symbolic meanings to colours in various cultures and situations, the semiotician mak-
ing semantic analyses of interrelations between sign, signifyer and signified, or the aestheti-
cian who discusses beauty and harmony. Philosophers tend to aspire to a method of ana-
lyzing colour within the language, beyond context and with a tendency to disregard per-
ceptual facts. For further discussion on philosophy, see Hardin 1988 and Maund 1995. 
18. For art from a neurobiologist’s point of view, see Zeki 1999 and Livingstone 2002.
19. Gage 2000 pp. 7–20., Gage has placed the description of why paintings look the way
they do in a colour historical context which includes materiality, hierarchies of colours and
the arrangements of colours into solids or spheres. 
20. Lorenz Dittmann, Wolfgang Schöne, Ernst Strauss, Max Imdahl, William Homer and
Oscar Reuterswärd and recently Beate Epperlein are among the most renown. Their most
frequently studied objects belong to the classical European tradition. This is also the case of
Kemp 1990, with the difference that his focus is on the colour theories themselves in rela-
tion to the stance of natural science, in the tradition of Arnheim’s and Gombrich’s art-his-
torical studies on perception and representation inspired by Gestalt psychology, cf. Arnheim
1954, Gombrich 1960 and 1982. 



sitional methods based on hue and gradations of light and dark, and the neces-
sity of original illumination as a key to colour appearance in mediaeval fresco
painting. What these studies have in common is that they provide excellent
descriptions of colour in painting, often relating to a qualified colour theoret-
ical context, from colour in pictorial space, to chronologies of the changes of
an artist’s colour scheme during his career. 

Of course, choice of method depends upon the object studied, from what
era it originates and what ideas it is supposed to present. 

Colour as Science 

My second purpose involves colour vision from a natural sciences viewpoint.
With regard to the aim of making Matiushin presentable as a colour theorist,
one meets with the fascinating difficulty that colour is a ‘round’ phenomenon
turning in many directions. The field of colour-studies is therefore naturally
many-faceted. This multi-disciplinarity causes numerous problems. First of
all, theories of colour and colour vision cover more territory than can be mas-
tered by one single person. The second problem is connected with the first:
finding points where communication between the disciplines is possible.21As
a natural phenomenon, colour is very complex and it is difficult to keep a rea-
sonable level of simplification and reduction without distorting the phenom-
ena. The third problem is that it seems irksome to at all define what colour sci-
ence should be about. Colour conferences in which I have participated have
embraced vastly different perspectives and concerns. Imagine a conference on
the natural world which includes astrology and astronomy, alchemy and
chemistry and you have the picture. Not only is the field of colour studies very
wide, it contains both ‘real’ science and pseudoscience, as well as much that is
in-between. But why concern ourselves about this at all? Because Matiushin
moves around in the ‘in-between’.

Matiushin’s interest was colour vision, which obviously includes the
human factor. He strove to increase his knowledge of theory and practice,
tools he needed for sharpening his comprehension of the world. The prereq-
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21. When physicists describe light quanta, neurologists the processes in the brain that
accompany these, and psychologists the subjective properties of the same colour stimuli,
they actually talk about phenomena so different that they seem to have little in common.
For interdisciplinary approaches trying to bridge the gap between natural science and the
humanities, I recommend the philosophers Hardin 1988 and Maund 1995, as well as the bio-
physicist Valberg 1998 for further reading. For reasonably accessible presentations of colour
from a natural scientific perspective, see Hurvich 1981, Kaiser & Boynton 1996 and Kuehni
1997. 



uisites for human vision have not changed in the sixty-seventy years that sepa-
rate us from Matiushin (but rather over millions of years in the evolution
from monkey to man), but our knowledge has.22 This constituted a major
problem during my study. What I would have found useful is a study of the
stand taken by history of science specifically on colour and vision as they were
understood in Matiushin’s day, a study which, to my knowledge, does not yet
exist.23

sources and method

This study is the result of serendipity. Initially, my primary interest was not
Matiushin and colour theory. As a slavist specializing in literature with an
additional exam in art history, it was Elena Guro as artist and poet who was
my prime object.24 I actually did not know of the existence of any extensive
archive material on and by Matiushin and on colour. When I began my work,
the large part of the material had not yet been catalogued, but due to the fact
Guro and Matiushin had been a couple, their material was occasionally gath-
ered in the same collection. This gave me the opportunity to see additional
material. It was during this inventory an alternative picture slowly started to
develop and the focus of my research changed.25

The main corpus of my primary sources is Laws, its text, Colour and Colour
Form Charts, an archive material that concerns the experimental work of
Matiushin’s Laboratory of Colour at GINKhUK, essays and articles by
Matiushin. Apart form Laws and a few articles, most of this material is unpub-
lished. 

In order to make as correct a judgement of the Colour Charts as possible, I
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22. The fields of neurology and psycho-biology have certainly produced a dramatic amount
of facts over the last century, discussed in Valberg 1998, Derefeld & Berggrund 1994 pp. 6ff
and Gouras 1991b.
23. Actually the reception and impact of scientific know-how from abroad into Russia in
general, would represent a much-needed study (in several volumes). Perhaps it will soon
appear now that the destructive period has come to a close in which there was an almost 
complete denial of any influences whatsoever from countries outside the Soviet Union.
Boring 1950 and Vucinich 1970 describe experimental psychology in general but not colour
in particular. For initiated presentations on the situation in Soviet science from 1917 to the
mid-1970s in general, see Medvedev 1979 and Krementsev 1997.
24. I have written two diploma works, one on Guro and one on Matiushin for the Art
History Department, Stockholm University, see Tillberg 1992a and 1992b.
25. Some archives did not produce any direct material, but still carry implications for this
study. They are not included in the bibliography, but nevertheless acknowledged. 
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have had the original available to me over a longer period of time. Additional-
ly, spectrophotometrical data enabled me to further analyze the charts. The
Russian art historian Nikolai Khardzhiev, a personal friend of Matiushin,
required a “necessary reprint” of Laws in order to make it available for con-
stant reference to all artists, designers, architects and art historians instead of it
being the bibliographical “super-rarity” it had become.26 It was published in
400 copies, many of which have now disappeared.27 At an earlier stage this
was also my intention, but with the costs of reprinting the more than 90 dif-
ferent colours of the charts, I have not been able to realize this at this present
stage. 

The primary texts are all in Russian. Many of the excerpts and texts are
published here for the first time.28 I have used original sources as far as possi-
ble. Secondary sources have been used only to add information to the general
context, or to provide quotations and excerpts of texts by Matiushin which
are in archives I have not had access to. I have limited the use of publications
by Alla Povelikhina and Evgenii Kovtun, because of their serious problems.29

Insofar as summaries tend to reflect the inclinations of their authors, when
it comes to colour theory it is also of utmost importance to read the original
texts. When it comes to colour theories that Matiushin had access to, I have
read them in their original languages, but when referring to them I have, as a
service to the English reader, tried to find translations in order to make them
more accessible. 

As already noted, no surveys on colour theory and theorists in Soviet Rus-
sia exist so far. Due to the fact that soviet science suffered severely under the
totalitarian regime, it has been very difficult to find information on some of
the names Matiushin refers to in Laws, possibly because they were purged
under Stalin. 

26. Khardzhiev 1976 p. 133.
27. In addition to these official four hundred copies, a further twenty-five were added, see
Kapeliush 1976 p. 11. 
28. All translations into English are made by me, M.T., if nothing else is indicated.
29. In the case of Povelikhina, who has produced a lot of writing on Matiushin, she fre-
quently mixes her own words with the words of her source without any indications of quo-
tations. Another problem is that she does not account for her sources, as for example in her
biography in Matjuschin 1991 pp. 95–98. Here the large part of the information derives from
autobiographical notes by Matiushin himself and from an article on Matiushin by Maria
Ender 1934, in Matiushin no date and Matiushin 1976b. These sources are not referred to by
Povelikhina. This is only one example of Povelikhina’s careless treatment of sources. Most
of her articles are therefore omitted from my investigation. Kovtun tends to handle his
sources somewhat more decently, but I have still limited the use of him to the publications
of parts of Matiushin’s correspondence that I was not permitted to see in the archives.



Using search engines with the key-words “colour”, “Russia” and “mod-
ernism” has not been fruitful. The subject is investigated very little. Therefore I
have, in addition to archives, turned directly to libraries in Russia which were
not yet computerized when I collected my material. This working process has
sometimes felt like the hand-coloration of a black and white silent film. 

Archives

How did I locate the material? It was in K istorii russkogo avangarda [The
Russian avant-garde] with texts by Matiushin and Malevich edited by Nikolai
Kharzhiev 1976, that I first found information on the existence of Laws.30The
first part of Matiushin’s autobiography was published in this book with foot-
note commentary by Khardzhiev.31Thanks to Kapeliush I received initial ori-
entation on where to begin my archive search.32 The material is spread out
among a number of different archives. The ones I have worked in are all in
Russia, with the exception of the Prentenkabinet of the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam. In Leningrad (now once again renamed St. Petersburg), I
worked in the archives of Pushkin House (RO IRLI), Saltykov-Shchedrin
Library, State Russian Museum (GRM), and in the Leningrad State Archive
of Literature and Art (LGALI, now TSGALI SPb). In Moscow I began with
the Central Archive of Literature and Art (TsGALI SSSR, now RGALI), the
archive of the Mayakovsky Museum and that of the Tretiakov Gallery (GTG).
In the case of sketches, paintings and charts to colour experiments, some were
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30. Khardzhiev 1976 p. 133.
31. Ibid. pp. 156–158 and Matiushin 1976b.
32. Kapeliush 1976 pp. 3–23, where a history of the fate of the Guro-Matiushin material is
also outlined. In 1928 Matiushin gave part of his papers, concerning his connection with the
futurists, to GIII. In 1936 material stored here was moved to RO IRLI. In 1933, Vladimir
Bonch-Bruevich turned to Matiushin and requested he hand over his personal archive.
Matiushin accepted this, and passed on a large part of Guro’s papers that are today at
RGALI. After Matiushin’s death, his estate was further subdivided into private hands, the
paintings from MKhK distributed to provincial museums, his writings stored away. In 1935
Bonch-Bruevich turned to Matiushin’s widow, Olga Gromozova-Matiushina, and asked for
the remaining archive material. This request was first responded to in 1961, when more
material came to RGALI (at that time TsGALI SSSR). But the archives of Guro and
Matiushin were split up still further. One part arrived at the Saltykov-Shchedrin Library, sec-
tions for manuscripts and standards in Leningrad, another came to the archive of GRM (on
Guro, Matiushin and the Union of Youth), and to the Leningrad State Archive of Literature
and Art (LGALI). Matiushin’s correspondence is partly at RO IRLI, partly in the archive of
the Tretiakov Gallery in Moscow, and partly in the archive of the Mayakovsky Museum in
Moscow. After the death of Gromozova-Matiushina in the 1970s, the archives were further
split up, mostly falling into private hands and to GMIL.
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found housed in the above-mentioned archives, but further places of storage
must be added: State Historical Museum of Leningrad (GMIL now GMI
SPb), the Scientific-Bibliographical Archive of the Russian Academy of Art
(NBA RAKh). In the storage facilities of the State Russian Museum, I have
studied in a number of different sections accounted for in the bibliography.
One orientation difficulty in the enormous storage premises of GRM is that
the names of the sections, for example “pre-revolutionary painting”, do not
always correspond with their content. The latter could just as well contain
post-revolutionary painting. 

In addition to these public archives and libraries (mentioned in the
acknowledgement), I have studied a number of private collections and
archives. I have understood from these private sources that part of the materi-
al on colour has been destroyed or simply thrown away. 

A large part of the archive material consists of plans and protocols, reports
and outlines to lectures and articles. The majority of the corpus used by me
was written by Matiushin, some material was written together with Elena
Guro, and some written by his assistants Maria and Boris Ender. Biographical
material by Matiushin, such as diaries and correspondence, including letters
from Guro, was also used. For further details on archive material, see bibliog-
raphy and footnotes. 

Progress reports, plans, protocols, outlines for courses, lectures and proj-
ects have made study of GINKhUK activities possible. The reports – otchëty –

Archive report from GINKhUK.



were written by department heads who naturally had great interest in showing
that there was an abundance of activities, and that many experiments were car-
ried out, texts written and works of art produced. The reports were addressed
to the authorities who subsidized the research. In order to receive and to keep
this financial basis, it was necessary to present research as a success story. Results
achieved therefore sometimes sound overly optimistic or, for example, it is
sometimes difficult to discern what has, and what will be done. Another diffi-
culty is that Olga Matiushina, an ardent communist, took care of, and partly
typed, Matiushin’s diaries and hand-written manuscripts before passing them
on to state archives. No Matiushin texts seen by me reveal any negative feelings
towards the Soviet regime, possibly because such utterances, if they at all exist-
ed, were reformulated by Gromozova-Matiushina.33What she could not eval-
uate and pass judgement on however, was his texts on colour theory. Neverthe-
less, aware of such problems, I have treated these with caution. 

Method 

The material produced by Matiushin and his workshop is vast and in many
cases non-catalogued. One of the difficulties has thus been to make reasonable
delimitations, but at the same time to make the most important features of the
colour experiments perspicuous. A great deal of my work has involved recon-
structing a non-existent structure. However, this reconstruction has not taken
place through an initial wish to fit the material into my own preconceived the-
ory, but rather is guided by a cautious relationship to those original texts
which have produced the understanding of Matiushin that I will try to present
here. Instead of presenting a catalogue of the research carried out by
Matiushin’s workshops, I have systematized the colour problems presented in
Laws and then constructed a narrative around an axis of visual culture which
describes the direction towards which Matiushin’s intentions could lead.

In accordance with my thesis that Matiushin’s colour concept is a visual
image of his philosophy, the question “What can a colour theory say about a
person’s apprehension of the world?” permeated my reading of their material.
The driving force has been words and colours stemming from Matiushin’s
workshops. A close reading of the colour material from the Department of
Organic Culture and careful consideration of Matiushin’s argument has not
been an easy task. The material which forms Matiushin’s colour concept is
fragmentary, the terminological blur and theoretical vagueness trying. The
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33. Matiushina handed over Matiushin’s and Guro’s archives to RO IRLI in 1940, with pre-
liminary editing by Maria Ender, see Kapeliush 1976 p. 3 and Matiushina 1973. 
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ideas presented in the published Laws are only articulated in a preliminary
way, the GINKhUK reports on the experiments are imprecise and suffer from
lack of detail. Matiushin was not academically trained to be a scientist, and did
not follow the most basic rules expected in scientific work, such as stipulation
of terminology, a schematic plan for the work, explicit references etc. Because
of lack of definitions on Matiushin’s part, a specific fragment could be referred
to in more than one way. Instead, his terminology has had to be interpreted
from its context. 

Earlier I mentioned John Gage and his belief that colour has to be treated
from an historical point of view. But where Gage’s contextualizing focus is on
a number of different colour theories, mine is focused on one single theory,
albeit an extended perspective. One source of inspiration here is the art histo-
rian Michael Baxandall. In his Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century
Italy Baxandall introduced the notion of the period eye which includes the
importance of culture for the understanding of art. It is a hermeneutic
method with a deep focus. The period eye is a set of learned conventions that
differ from one country to the other, and from one century to the next. It con-
stitutes religious, commercial and social conventions as a two-way relation-
ship of horizons shared by both producers and beholders conclusive for how
works of art are to be understood.34

Baxandall extends the hermeneutic “horizon” or “life-world” to include
not only the beliefs of interpreters influencing their way of interpreting a pic-
ture, but also sees the painting as the “deposit” of different relationships.35 In
the same way as Baxandall, I consider the visual traces, in my case the colour
and colour form charts, to be important deposits of information. It is visual
evidence of the culture I study. Baxandall’s period eye includes God, money
and socializing, whereas my study places a lot of focus also on the ideological
circumstances.36

34. Baxandall 1972 pp. 29 ff. 
35. Rather than by trying to decode the semantics of colours, which is the more common-
ly used method in iconographical studies by art historians, Baxandall reveals the intricate
codes behind the use of expensive pigments in Renaissance painting, by studying the con-
tracts and thus revealing the social relationship of the painter to his patron. Baxandall 1972,
pp. 3–11.
36. The anthropologist Clifford Geertz has made a valuable analysis of ideology as part of
a cultural system, see Geertz 1975 pp. 193–233. Obviously the level of complexity increases
for each level of analysis added. From a certain point of view, my framework can be inter-
preted as too wide to produce manageable results. On the other hand, my readings and
rereadings of the material, parallel with the contextual framing, has made me take this
uncomfortable decision, i e., to aim for both breadth and density. For a discussion on the
hermeneutical method see Alvesson & Sköldberg 1994, especially pp. 210–222. 



In contrast to Peter Bürger’s critical theory inspired by Adorno, Habermas
and Marcuse which he places as a filter on the avant-garde,37my intention is to
present one theory of the avant-garde in a hermeneutic way from both a hori-
zontal and vertical perspective, i.e. both on its own terms in its own time, and
from a perspective of today’s science. The horizontal way corresponds to the
first purpose of my study, which is to place Laws in its contemporary context.
The vertical perspective serves the second purpose: to present Matiushin’s
colour theory in a way comprehensible to scholars of colour. 

structure of study 

One of my findings is that Matiushin has a visual approach to reality. Togeth-
er with other consecutively presented findings, it forms a part of my thesis at
the same time as it constitutes a structural part of my narrative. 

As already stated, the first and second purpose of my study somewhat
coincide. First of all, the first purpose, which includes the cultural context,
also considers the scientific outlook of Matiushin’s days as an unseparable part
of this very culture. At the same time, the colour theories I discuss also reflect
their ideological standpoints. Secondly, my analysis of Laws as a colour theo-
ry in a scientific field, produces results which concern phenomena linked to
the ontology and ‘subjectivity’ of colour. 

The choice of approaching Matiushin as a colour visionary has lead me
into fields of natural sciences which obviously present a risk for an art-histori-
an.38 Being a dilettante in the sciences I discuss, I have concentrated more on
the actual attitude of Matiushin as a scientist, than on giving detailed explana-
tions of colour and physics, or brain functions connected to colour vision.
This puts me in a position similar to that of Matiushin, who himself had to
cross disciplinary borders to produce his work. Nevertheless, in order to show
the relevance of my thesis, and to make Matiushin’s ideas graspable to today’s
reader, I have sketched a background for the points of view of natural science
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37. Bürger 1974.
38. Considering papers presented at colour congresses I have visited, an overwhelming
majority of the research concentrates on colour as a measurable entity, whereas colour as
qualitative experience is much less investigated. One obvious reason is the drastic increase
in complexity once the human factor is included. First of all, visual processes embrace com-
plex neurological systems. Secondly, efforts to pin-point colour as experience include prob-
lems that are ultimately philosophical: Do colours exist independently of whether someone
sees them or not? Do we have to be conscious in order to see colour? Where are colours sit-
uated spatially?



32

of today. This is done partly in explanatory footnotes, partly in references to
further reading. 

I have structured the material into five parts: Colour, Vision, Culture, Ideol-
ogy and  Synthesis indicating the main direction of the argument in each part.
Additionally, appendices with abbreviations, colour glossary, and the Russian
and English text of Laws are attached at the end of the book. 

Insofar as Laws is a bibliographical rarity, both a facsimile of the Russian
original as well as my English translation of it are added (Appendix A and B).
In order to make the footnotes in my study valid for both the original and the
translation, the pagination is made to correspond, i.e., page five in the Russ-
ian text matches page five in the translation. To further resolve the problem
that only little of Matiushin’s writings is known, and published or transla-
ted, a number of quotations are included to give a feeling for the sound of
Matiushin’s own voice. 

I will not summarize the detailed argument of each chapter but only sketch
the outlines. Chapter two is a chronology of Matiushin’s life. Chapter three
gives the outlines of Matiushin’s experimental work that produced Laws,
mainly at the State Institute for Artistic Culture in Leningrad – GINKhUK,
where also Malevich and Tatlin worked. Earlier scholars have pointed out
how surprisingly little research has been made on GINKhUK in spite of its
important role in the cultural life of the city.39 My argument for a revision of
Matiushin’s position in relation to Malevich is firmly anchored in unpub-
lished archive material.40

Chapter four introduces Laws as a colour theory and discusses the most
important questions raised by it. The basis for this chapter is Laws itself.
Unpublished accounts have only been considered when clarifying otherwise
obscure sections. This chapter can be left out by readers other than colour his-
torians, but at the same time efforts have been made to present arguments so
as to also make them understandable to the layman.

Chapter five lends depth to the aspect of vision. Through my hermeneutic
method, I use the device of letting Matiushin’s eyes show us the way. What
Matiushin called Extended Vision (rasshirennoe zrenie) is a decisive feature of
the experiments that produced Laws, albeit only partly treated in this text. In
addition to Laws and archive reports, I use other texts by Matiushin, research

39. Pointed out by Jacard 1995 pp. 64ff and 303 ff.
40. The sparse research hitherto carried out also supports my argument. For example
according to Jacard 1995 p. 84, Matiushin was the “thinker for all his contemporaries and
even for Malevich”, and to Andrei Nakov 1978 p. 119, Matiushin was the “intellectual lumi-
nary” for suprematism. Nevertheless, neither Jacard nor Nakov have hitherto presented any
larger study on Matiushin.



on colour vision that Matiushin used as well as findings on colour vision of
today. In order to produce a comprehensible framework, I have also referred
to various cultural events and trends I believe formed his outlook. 

Chapters six and seven survey Matiushin’s pre-revolutionary influences
from different angles: Matiushin’s world as seen by many different eyes. I give
suggestions as to how these perceiving subjects connected in various ways to
their surroundings. Chapter 6 considers space and chapter 7 how colour can
be detected in matter and immateriality. In addition to Laws and reports from
GINKhUK, these chapters are based on Matiushin’s important essays “Of the
Book by Gleizes and Metzinger Du Cubisme” (1913),41 “New spatial realism.
An artist’s experience of the fourth dimension” (1916–20)42 the manifesto
“Not art, but life” in the journal “Life of art” (1923),43 “The artist’s experience
of a new dimension” (written 1920–26),44 “Russian cubo-futurists. Mikhail
Matiushin’s autobiography”, “The artist’s creative path” (1933–34),45 and let-
ters from Guro to Matiushin. The chapters follow up the sources that
Matiushin named in his articles and discusses them by help of recent research.
The reason why the background to his ideas is given after the presentation, is
because my wish has been to make a concrete presentation of the explicit
colour concept, before moving into metaphysics. 
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41. “O knige Metsanzhe-Gleza ‘Du Cubisme’”, Matiushin 1913. The same year, two other
translations of the whole text of Gleizes’ & Metzinger’s Du Cubism (1912) were translated
into Russian. One in St. Petersburg by Ekaterina Nizen, Matiushin’s sister-in-law, and one
in Moscow by Max Voloshin. Matiushin’s text is not a translation however, but rather an 
amalgamation of Du Cubisme with Uspenskii’s Tertium Organum (1911) and C.H. Hinton’s
The Fourth Dimension (1904) and A New Era of Thought (1888). Matiushin’s unabridged
text is translated into English in Henderson 1983 pp. 368–375, however I have used the
Russian original for my analysis. German excerpts in Matjuschin 1991 pp. 72–76. 
42. “Novyi prostranstvennyi realizm. Khudozhnik v opyte chetvërtoi mery”, Matiushin
1916–20.
43. “Ne iskusstvo, a zhizn’”, Zhizn’ iskusstva, Matiushin 1923a. 
44. Matiushin worked through the 1920s on this text and a final version was read at
GINKhUK in 1925. It was not published until 1976 (Matiushin 1976a) by Bengt Jangfeldt in
Stockholm edited and revised by Nikolai Khardzhiev who was a friend of Matiushin’s.
Excerpts have been translated into English by Charlotta Douglas as “An Artist’s Experience
of the New Space”, The Structurist, Saskatoon, 1975/76, no. 15/16, pp. 74–77 and into
German by Birgit Veit in Matjuschin 1991 pp. 81–89. 
45. Both the first (“Russkie kubo-futuristy. Vospominaniia Mikhaila Matiushina” covering
the years up until 1917) and the second part “Tvorcheskii put’ khudozhnika” Matiushin
wrote encouraged by Khardzhiev. In writing the second part Matiushin was assisted by
Maria Ender. He started to work with this text after Laws had been published and contin-
ued with it until his death, an indiction of the importance he ascribed this account. The first
part was published in 1976. Of the second part, still today only excerpts have been pub-
lished, see Matiushin 1976b and Matiushin 1933–34.
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Chapters six and seven can be omitted by the deeply engaged colour theo-
rists, who can move directly on to chapter 8 where other Soviet colour theo-
rists are presented, here for the first time, both in Russia and in the West. This
chapter analyses the ideological implications for Matiushin’s ideas, placed in a
dialectical materialism framework – diamat – the ideology current in
Matiushin’s later years. The results of this analysis have then been placed in
Matiushin’s contemporary context. By this construction, I show the discrep-
ancy between Matiushin’s ideas, those of his published contemporaries and
the eyes of surveillance. It also enables me to discuss questions on subjectivity-
objectivity as applied to diamat, the consequences of which have not previ-
ously been illuminated in studies on colour historicity. Neither this nor any
presentation of Soviet-Russian colour theories has been made before. Chapter
9 returns to Matiushin and his strategies to cope with drastically changing
conditions under Stalin, followed by a final discussion and an epilogue. 

Matiushin and his philosophy of colour need time, energy and certain
practice to understand. Although the material was originated by Matiushin,
the interpretation and the conceptual construction of the material is entirely
mine. With the risk of sounding presumptuous, I place myself in line with
Goethe to whom his Zur Farbenlehre was but a ‘draft’ – after twenty years of
work. And after more than thirty years of work, Matiushin realized he had
reached only the first stage of a vast task still remaining to be done.46 I have
followed in Matiushin’s footsteps only since 1990. 

I hope this case-study of Matiushin will prove to be informative since it
acts as a detail of a complex epoch, and I hope it can be of interest not only
within the field of theory and history of art, but also for slavists and colour
theorists and perhaps even historians in architecture. 

The truth or validity of Matiushin’s doctrine does not concern us here.
However, it can be seen as articulating a trend which had consequences for the
formulation of his culture despite its not being widely known. Seen from this
point of view, Matiushin’s ideas on vision are important for an understanding
of the attitudes of his time. What I believe this vision to be will be accounted
for in the present study.

note on transliteration, citation and translation

In transliterating from Russian into English, I have adhered to the Library of
Congress Transliteration System, except in cases where custom has persisted

46. Laws p. 24. 



on an alternative spelling. Some of the persons I refer to were active in the
West during their life-time. In those cases I keep to their choice of spelling (for
example Benois, Jakobson, Wassily Kandinsky and El Lissitzky).

Because this book is intended for specialist Russian speakers and non-spe-
cialists alike, quotations are given in English, with transliterated Russian sup-
plied in brackets or in footnotes to specify a particular intent not adequately
conveyed by the English, or to give the original term which is otherwise only
to be found in non-published archive texts. The names of articles, reports and
papers lacking translation into English or German are given in English in
[…]. 

Unless otherwise stated, all translations from Russian and German into
English are my own.
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COLOUR





2.  Setting

Once in the light-blue sky, beyond the verdure of May, the soft palms of immense 
hands blessed and caressed the firmament – the brow of the earth. The eyes – the
firmament for the soul. The lofty, gleaming brow of the evening fell to thinking
… It was the paradise of meekness … So fair, just and friendly was the sky.

elena guro, diary entry may 7, 1909.

This chapter introduces people and places that played important roles in
Matiushin’s life. It has no pretension of being exhaustive, but rather serves as
an overview, insofar as there is no biography written on Matiushin. His dif-
ferent activities are mentioned, as are the influential relationships to his wife
Elena Guro and to the painter Kazimir Malevich. Occasionally it has been dif-
ficult to establish exact dates, with different sources having different dates; an
unfortunate result of the many difficult years through which the material has
suffered. The events and ideas mentioned here will be discussed in greater
detail further on.

The ideas forming Matiushin’s colour doctrine stretch from the powerful
imprints of the Pavilion of Electricity which he saw at the Exposition Uni-
verselle in Paris in 1900 up to the dawn of Socialist Realism in 1932, a timespan
of more than three decades. This was an eventful and complex era, in politics
as well as in art. Here, different ways of apprehending the world were pre-
sented by symbolists, cubists, futurists, cubo-futurists, constructivists, for-
malists, up to socialist realists (to mention those which directly influenced
Matiushin’s colour theory). It was also a time saturated with political events in
Russia including two revolutions (1905 and 1917), one world war (1914–1918),
one civil war (1918–1921), a complete reorganisation of an educational system,
including one of the most effective campaigns against illiteracy in modern his-
tory, the banishing of the educated elite to be replaced by workers and farm-
ers, the beginning of purges in order to extinguish the remnants of the old
world.

[39]
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pre-revolutionary years

Mikhail Vasilievich Matiushin (October 16th 1861 [Old Style] – October 14th
1934) was a painter, musician, composer, sculptor, photographer, publisher
and author of works on colour, art and music theory.1

Matiushin was born in Nizhnyi Novgorod as the illegitimate child of a serf
woman and a noble man, Nikolai Alexandrovich Saburov, who died when
Matiushin was three years old. Matiushin’s mother gave birth to sixteen chil-
dren. Nine died in a cholera epidemic before Matiushin was born and he grew
up with six brothers and sisters. Being illegitimate, Matiushin carried the
name of his mother. Matiushin’s school attendance was scattered. At seven he
started the four-year town school, but his poor health prevented him from fin-
ishing. He played various instruments from an early age: guitar, accordion
and violin. In addition to musical education, the music school he attended
also offered a general education. Between 1874 and 1880 Matiushin lived in
Moscow, with his mother and an elder brother, where he studied at the Acad-
emy of Music. He was also accepted at the Stroganov College for Drawing
and Painting, but financial difficulties prevented him from studying there.2 In
1882 Matiushin moved to the capital St. Petersburg, where he was to live per-
manently for the rest of his life. Between 1882 and 1913 he was the first violin in
St. Petersburg’s philharmonic, one of the best orchestras in Europe, which
stood under direct protection of the tsar. Here Matiushin earned enough to
provide for his family, but he also had enough spare time to concentrate more
on painting. He continued for many more years to live off his music, both as a
professional violinist, and as a teacher at the Music Academy.

By the end of the 1890s Matiushin left his first wife, a French woman with
the russified name Maria Ivanovna, and their four children.3From now on his
painting education gained higher priority. Between 1894 and 1898 he studied
at the School for the Patronage of the Arts, where he met his future wife Elena
Genrikhovna Guro (1877–1913). Guro became a decisive person for
Matiushin’s future development as an artist, organizer in the art world, and
colour theoretician.4

1. If not stated otherwise, the sources following biographical data are from Matiushin
1933–34, Matiushin no date, Matiushin 1976b with commentaries by Khardzhiev, Maria
Ender 1934, Kapeliush 1976, Kostrov 1990 and Povelikhina 1990.
2. Maria Ender 1934 p. 2.
3. I have no further information on Maria Ivanovna or Matiushin’s children.
4. For Guro’s influence on her contemporaries, see Zoia Ender 1994 and 1986, Tillberg
1992b. For a discussion on the many avant-garde artists working as couples (Goncharova
and Larionov, Stepanova and Rodchenko, Matiushin and Guro, Rozanova and
Kruchenykh, Udaltsova and Drevin), see Raev 2000 pp. 157–191.



In 1900 the 39 year-old Matiushin made his first and only trip abroad
(apart from some visits to Finland which before 1917 was part of the Russian
Empire). During a short trip to Paris, he visited the Exposition Universelle
and was overwhelmed by the convergence of different art movements of the
day.

Between 1903 and 1905 Matiushin and Guro studied in the studio of the
“silver impressionist” Jan Tsionglinskii. Tsionglinskii encouraged their inter-
est in the subtleties of colour nuances as well as the supra-sensitivity of visual
impressions, ideas that eventually became so important for the ideas on
colour vision which came to form the basis for Laws. In his teachings
Tsionglinskii stressed the importance of light, and relations between objects
and colours. He compared painting with a garden from which the painter,
who is more sensitive than other people, was to collect his dots of colours
onto the canvas like a bunch of flowers: “The essence of art is to seize in a tan-
gible form that inner spirit of the things which cannot be caught”, Tsionglin-
skii said.5

In 1906 Guro and Matiushin moved to Lyceum Street 4. Their home
became a popular meeting place for artists and poets. They got to know the
poets Alexei Remizov, Fëdor Sologub, Vasilii Kamenskii, David and Vladimir
Burliuk and Velimir Khlebnikov. From 1906 to 1907 Guro and Matiushin
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Left. Matiushin Self-portrait 1910. Right. Portrait of Guro by Matiushin, 1910.

5. Rubtsov 1913 p. 26 § 116.
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studied in the Zvantseva-studio where the older generation World of Art-
symbolists formed the teaching staff. Léon Bakst (1866–1924), who became
the main designer for stage and costume of the Ballets Russe in Paris, and
Mstislav Dobuzhinskii (1875–1957), taught under the leadership of Petr Kuz-
ma-Vodkin (1878–1939). They were all influential people in the art world that
Guro and Matiushin wished to enter.6 The school was situated in the same
building as the famous apartment of the poet Viacheslav Ivanov, called the
“Tower”, on Tauric Street 25 (now 35). But Guro and Matiushin did not stay
long, considering the teachers too “academic” and “eclectic”.7

Between 1908–10 Guro and Matiushin participated in art exhibitions
organized by Nikolai Kul’bin such as “Retrospective of All Art Tendencies”
and “Impressionists”. Kul’bin earned his living as a medical doctor and also
painted and wrote on art and physiology – all in a borderland of art, mysti-
cism, and science.8He introduced Kandinsky’s On the Spiritual in Art in Rus-
sia (1911) and was the owner and organizer of the night establishment the
“The Stray Dog” (Brodiachaia sobaka) where artists, poets, publicists and
actors used to spend their time from ten in the evening to five in the morning.
Here symbolists and futurists met, performed and discussed. In 1914 Kul’bin
organized the Italian futurist Marinetti’s visit to St. Petersburg.9

Matiushin spent the summer of 1908 in Gagra in the Caucasus mountains.
The next year he founded, together with Guro, the publishers “Crane” (Zhu-
ravl’) which produced approximately twenty books and booklets.10 From
now on, Guro and Matiushin had become self-confident enough to stand on
their own feet. In 1910 the “Union of Youth” (Soiuz molodëzhi) was initiated,
with Guro and Matiushin as founding members.11 Union of Youth was a
forum for art exhibitions, lectures, discussions, and publications. It was a syn-
thesising association which included the various new tendencies of Impres-
sionism, the Fauvism of the Golden Fleece-group, the Symbolism of the Blue
Rose and the Primitivism of the Knave of Diamonds and Donkey’s Tail.12Other
members in the Union of Youth were Natalia Goncharova, Mikhail Larionov,

6. On Bakst as a designer for the stage, see Tillberg 1993a. On the “World of Art Move -
ment” (Mir Iskusstva), see Petrov 1991.
7. Matiushin 1976b p. 137.
8. See Howard pp. 8–40 on Kul’bin.
9. For a vivid description of the lives of the futurists and symbolists in Petrograd in the
years preceding World War I see Markov 1986 pp. 117–163, and Livshits 1933.
10. The complete collection of Matiushin’s books are in GTG f. 25.
11. For more information on Union of Youth, see Howard 1992.
12. For a survey of the art movements up until 1917, see for example Gray 1986 (first ed.
1962), Sarabianov 1990 pp. 222–293. For more detailed studies, on the Knave of Diamonds,
see Pospelov 1990, on cubo-futurism – Russkii Kubo-futurizm 2002.



Vladimir Markov (pseudonym for Voldemar Matveis), Olga Rozanova, Pavel
Filonov, Vladimir Mayakovsky, Khlebnikov, Kul’bin, Kazimir Malevich and
Alexei Kruchënykh.13 In order to make themselves heard, they printed a jour-
nal with the same name. Three issues appeared 1912–1913 with new poetry,
manifestos, prose, articles on aesthetics and articles on both European and
non-European art.14

In the last issue, Matiushin’s interpretation of Gleizes’ and Metzinger’s On
Cubisme appeared, interfoliated with excerpts by the Russian mystic Pëtr
Uspenskii (in the West – Ouspensky 1878–1947). In 1909 Uspenskii’s book The
Fourth Dimensionwas published in St. Petersburg, and two years later his Ter-
tium Organum. Keys to the Enigmas of the World.15 Immediately sensing the
possibilities these ideas opened up for art, Matiushin and Guro became the
first artists in Russia to seriously concern themselves with what was called the
“fourth dimension” – understood not as the Einsteinian dimension of time,
but as a different world – a “hyperspace reality”.16Already in 1912–13, together
with Guro, Matiushin started a theoretical project on space and gestalt in con-
nection with this “fourth dimension”.17
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13. Recent publications of interest are Buzhinska 2002 and Gurianova 2002. 
14. Soiuz molodëzhi Nos. 1–3 SPb 1912–1913. 
15. Chetvertoe izmerenie: Opyt issledovaniia oblasti neizmerimago 1909 and Tertium
Organum. Kliuch k zagadkam mira, first ed. 1911. 
16. On the “fourth dimension” as a hyperspace reality in Russia, see Henderson 1983 
pp. 238–299. 
17. Matiushin 1912–1913. Reprinted in Organika 2001 p. 33.

Pesochnaia Street No. 10, today Professor Popov Street. Photo 1926. Now burnt down. 
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Matiushin, who was already in his forties and one of the oldest in the
group, was now, together with Guro, a main source of inspiration and a driv-
ing force for a circle of intellectuals in St. Petersburg who formulated an iden-
tity of their own. The house they moved to in 1912 at Pesochnaia Street 10
became a focal point for many years to come. Matiushin lived here until his
death in 1934. 

In 1912 Matiushin went to Moscow together with some other artists from
the Union of Youth. There he became acquainted with the painter Kazimir
Malevich (1878–1935), seventeen years his junior. From this point on a friend-
ship and work on many co-projects began that lasted throughout their lives.
Malevich also stayed at Matiushin’s when he visited Petrograd (at that time
Malevich shared his time between the countryside and Moscow). 

1913 was in many ways a crucial year in Matiushin’s biography. After the
death of Elena Guro, his wife and primary source of inspiration, on May 6th,
Matiushin changed direction in his interests. He now retired from his life as a
professional musician and started to spend the larger part of his time with art
and theory.18 He plunged into several projects involving many art forms. In
the summer he initiated the “First Futurist All-Russian Congress” in his rent-
ed dacha in Uusikirkko on the Karelian Isthmus. This congress resulted in the
“First Futurist Opera: Victory over the Sun” which had a scandalous success

18. When Guro was still alive, the miscellany Troe with texts by her, Kruchënykh and
Khlebnikov was planned. It appeared after her death, dedicated to her with drawings by
Malevich. 

Left. Union of YouthNo. 3 1913. Right. Victory over the Sun, 1913. 



later that year. Matiushin composed the music, Malevich the stage décor and
costumes.19

1913 was the year Matiushin himself established as the peak year of cubo-
futurism.20 It was also then that Malevich started to formulate his suprematist
concept with Matiushin as his main consultant.21 When the basic concept of
Suprematism was developed in 1914–15 Malevich engaged in an intensive cor-
respondence with Matiushin.22 His letters show a tone of mentor-student
relationship – with Matiushin as the mentor. Malevich was afraid that his
ideas would be stolen by other artists and kept the events in his workshop
secret: “But I need someone who I could talk frankly to and who would help
me elucidate theory on the basis of painterly phenomena. I think that this
someone could only be you”, he wrote to his sole confidant – Matiushin.23As
a token of gratitude, Malevich honoured Matiushin with what he termed an
A-logist portrait.24
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19. Pobeda nad sol’ntsem. The texts were written by Kruchënykh (the libretto) and
Khlebnikov (the prologue). The opera was shown at the Luna-Park theatre in Petersburg in
December 1913. For more on this opera, see Bauermeister & Hertling 1983 and Douglas
1980. 
20. Matiushin 1976b p. 155. 
21. Kovtun 1976a.
22. The correspondence began in 1913. Malevich’s letters are published in Andersen 1978,
pp. 201–216; Kovtun 1983 pp. 38–49 and 1976a pp. 177–195. 
23. Letter from Malevich to Matiushin, quoted from Kovtun 1974 p. 41. 
24. Malevich portrait of Matiushin 1913, see Rudenstine 1981 p. 255 and Malevich 1970 p. 23. 

Portrait of Matiushin, 1913 by Malevich. 
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When the painting Black Square was shown for the first time at 0.10. The
Last Futurist Exhibition in late 1915 and early 1916, Malevich’s explanatory
booklet was distributed at the exhibition. From Cubism and Futurism to
Suprematism. The New Realism in Paintingwas his most important early text,
and was edited and published by Matiushin.25 Malevich even offered
Matiushin the opportunity of making revisions in his text.26 Despite this,
when it came to the use of colour proper in the actual paintings, Matiushin
reproved Malevich for the small interest in colour he showed in his suprematist
pictures. In his review on the 0.10 exhibition, Matiushin wrote that Malevich’s
understanding of the new dimension was “insufficient” and “immature”.27

It was a productive time for Matiushin where he, in addition to his pub-
lishing and organizing activities, also involves himself in photographic pro-
duction, music, theatre plays, paintings (mostly landscapes), as well as root-
and-twig-sculptures (with names such as The Dancer and Prehistoric Man).28

Musical compositions were written as well as theoretical papers on music.
Harlequinwas a suite for piano, Autumnal Dream a suite for violin and piano
to Guro’s play with the same name. “Instruction for quarter tones on violin”
was a text on the principles of a doubled chromatism including concrete
advice on where the fingers should be placed.29 In painting, the landscapes
from this time have a strong presence of the connection between heaven and

25. In Russian in Sarabianov & Shatskikh 1993, pp. 191–195. In English one version is pub-
lished in Andersen 1968a pp. 19–41, another in Douglas 1980 pp. 107–110.
26. According to Nakov 1978 p. 119, cf. Jacard 1995 p. 330.
27. Matiushin 1916 p. 17.
28. Kostrov 1990 p. 24n6. Some of the sculptures are today in the Russian Museum, SPb.
29. [Instruction for quartertones on violin]. Matiushin 1910–15.

The Academy of Fine Arts renamed Svomas – where Matiushin held his Workshop for Spatial
Realism and on the quay where his students trained at seeing with their necks. Architects 

Vallin de la Mothe and Kokorinov, 1764–88. Photo by the author Summer 2002. 



earth. As can be seen from the texts he wrote in these years, he began to dedi-
cate more of his time to the studies of the synthesis of different art forms, with
a focus on the primary elements of sound, form and colour. In 1916 he started
to work on the text “New spatial realism. An artist’s experience of the fourth
dimension”.30

post-revolutionary years 

Matiushin was already fifty-six years old when the communists came into
power in 1917. He thus belonged to a different generation to many of the
avant-garde participants. Rodchenko was twenty-six, Popova twenty-eight,
Malevich thirty-nine and Tatlin thirty-two.

Matiushin belonged to those who welcomed the revolution, at least to
begin with. He immediately became responsible for the distribution of food
ration cards and firewood and also worked at the model plantation of the
Petrocommune. In 1918 he and Malevich painted a 300 sq. m. wall decoration
for an October mass demonstration outside the Winter Palace depicting the
Congress Committee of Rural Poverty.

In 1918 Matiushin began as Malevich’s assistant at Svomas – the Free Work-
shops as the reorganized Art Academy in Petrograd was now termed. One
year later he received the appointment of “red professorship” – krasnyi profes-
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30. Matiushin 1916–20.

Left. Matiushin The Runner. Root sculpture 1915–16. Right. Matiushin's violin, 1918. GRM. 



sor – teaching at Svomas (until 1926) and led the Workshop for Spatial Realism
(1918–21).32 The Workshop for Spatial Realism was the first official depart-
ment Matiushin had the opportunity of independently leading in an art insti-
tute. Here he and his students studied the spatial conditions encountered by
colour. In 1921 Svomas was closed down and the Academy of Arts was reor-
ganised again. 

In 1919 he participated in the “First Free Art exhibition” in the Hermitage
with ten wooden root sculptures under the joint title Liberated Motion. Dur-
ing these years he also produced some of his best-known paintings, for exam-
ple Motion in Space (1917–18) and his Painterly-Musical Constructions (1918).33
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32. Ender 1934 p. 9. In the 1920s and early 1930s, graduates from the Institute of Red
Professors provided new Bolshevik cadres for higher education, see Krementsov 1997 p. 297
and 48 f. 

Matiushin's house at Pesochnaia St. 10, in 1918. Left to right: 
Boris Ender, A. Korschunova, Nikolai Grinberg, Kazimir Malevich, 

Pavel Mansurov, Olga Matiushina, Maria Ender, Matiushin 
and Ksenia Ender. Photo Matiushin. 



In the early 1920s Matiushin held several performances (for small audi-
ences in his home) including events featuring light, abstract forms and music.
He built his own violin with simplified, or cubist form (1918) with which he
performed (in 1923) in the musicologist G. M. Rimsky-Korsakov’s apartment
(nephew of the composer Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov 1844–1908), with
Shosta kovich in the audience.34Matiushin’s last performance was the abstract
Birth of Light, Colour and Volume in 1923.35

In 1921 he lectured at The Free Philosophical Association – Vol’fila – on “The
artist’s experience of new space”. He worked at the Museum of Artistic Culture
– MKhK as a member of the board and participated in the MKhK exhibition
Association for New Art Tendencies and Education in the Winter Palace. 

Matiushin’s scientific work at GINKhUK started in 1923 where he super-
vised the Department of Organic Culture. In his manifesto “Not art, but life’”
in 1923, Matiushin sketched his ideas on Extended Vision termed Zorved, usu-
ally translated as See-Know.36 The work at GINKhUK was carried out under
the heading Scientific Organization of Labour in the Art – NOT v iskusstve.
Between 1924–26 Matiushin condensed his view of the evolution in art and
science in a schematized “Synoptical Chart of artists, musicians, sculptors,
architects, and geometricians of all times”.37
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33. Motion in Space, Dvizheniie v prostranstve, is in the collection of GRM SPb. The
Painterly-Musical Constructions are in the Kostaki Collection in Thessaloniki.
34. G. M. Rimsky-Korsakov worked at GIII, where Matiushin also started to work after
GINKhUK. Matiushin’s violin is now in GRM SPb. For colour illustration, see Matjuschin
1991 p. 214.
35. Cf. Kostroma 1999. The reconstruction of the performance was presented in connection
with the opening of Organica. The Non-Objective World of Nature in the Russian Avant-
Garde of the 20th Century at Galerie Gmurzynska, Cologne November 1999. 
36. For the original text, see Matiushin 1923a.
37. RO IRLI fond 656.

Matiushin. Root sculptures 1929-30. Painted wood. Private collection. 



In 1924 Matiushin participated in the Venice Bienniale, together with three
hundred other Soviet artists, and in the Exposition Internationale des Arts
Décoratifs et industriels modernes in Paris in 1925.38 The same year he showed
experimental charts from the Colour Laboratory, in an exhibition organized
by Glavnauka in Moscow, which was a section within the Commissariat for
Enlightenment, Narkompros under Anatolii Lunacharskii, where issues con-
cerning science were dealt with. 

Between 1925–26 Matiushin was counted among the staff at the State Dec-
orative Institute, where he supervised the research of the Department of
Organic Culture. The essay “The artist’s experience of a new dimension” was
to be included in a GINKhUK volume together with texts by Nikolai Punin
and Malevich.39 They did not manage to have it published. Instead an abbre-
viated version appeared in the Ukrainian journal Nova Heneratsia.40 In 1926
Wilhelm Ostwald’s Farbkunde was published in Russian and here Matiushin
found a worthy opponent to his colour theory. 1926 was also the year when
GINKhUK was officially closed down. In 1927 Malevich went to Poland and
Germany to present his and Matiushin’s research.41

From 1926 to 1929 Matiushin worked at The State Institute for Art Histo-
ry – GIII. There he was involved in the activities of the Association of Real Art
– Oberiuty – a group of Leningrad poets. In 1928 the Oberiu declaration was
presented. In 1929, at the age of sixty-eight, Matiushin was granted a small
academic pension, which did not prevent him from continuing working. In
1929 GIII was closed and Matiushin’s and Malevich’s experimental laborato-
ries moved to the State Russian Museum.

In 1930, the Collective for Extended Observation, KORN, which meant
Matiushin and his students, exhibited in the Central House of Workers in the
Arts on the Nevskii Prospect, the main street in Leningrad. For the Mayday
celebrations the following year, Matiushin and his students made a mobile
installation on the theme “Cultural Revolution”.42

In 1932, the colour theory The Laws Governing the Variability of Colour
Combinations. Colour Manualwas printed. 

In 1933 Matiushin started the second part of his autobiography where he
formulated many of his thoughts on art. Alongside his work with the students
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38. On Soviet participation in the Venice Bienniale 1924, see Endicott Barnett 1992
pp. 163–172.
39. The GINKhUK publication was never realized.
40. Matiushin 1976a and 1928. The title in Matiushin 1928 is incorrect. Correct Ukrainian
should be “Sproba novohu vidchuttia prostoru”.
41. Weiss 1996b.
42. Kapeliush 1976 p. 18.



and with the colour experiments, he continued to paint and to compose music
until his death. Matiushin died on October 14, 1934. He was buried at the
Martyshkino Cemetery south of Leningrad. On November 21 a memorial
evening including a small exhibition was held at the Leningrad House of
Artists.43
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43. Maria Ender 1934 article was written for this exhibition. In the RGALI description of
the document, it states “to the exhibition in 1936”, which most likely is incorrect. It should
be 1934. It is the same as the 1934 “Stat’ia M. Ender dlia kataloga posmertnoi vystavki ego
[Matiushina] rabot. [Catalogue article by Maria Ender for the posthumous exhibition on
Matiushin’s work.] RO IRLI f. 656.
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3. GINKhUK
– a Leningrad Institute of New Visual Culture

Personally, I am deeply interested in science 

and value it enormously. When you need 

something, do appeal directly to me.
lenin to sergei ol’denburg, january 27, 19211

This chapter describes the historical circumstances within which Matiushin’s
colour research was carried out and introduces the basic ideas of his philosophy.
I will present GINKhUK, the State Institute of Artistic Culture (sometimes
also called the State Research Institute of Artistic Culture) and his work relation
with Malevich, Tatlin and Punin. Unpublished documentation and reports
from the Department of Organic Culture have given valuable insight into
Matiushin’s work as well as into the other GINKhUK departments. At
GINKhUK Matiushin supervised the Department of Organic Culture with the
Laboratories of Colour and Form where Laws was conceived and visual experi-
ments on colour were carried out. The structure of GINKhUK in general and
Matiushin’s department in particular will be given here before we turn to the
actual Colour Manual in the next chapter. Questions on Matiushin’s ideas that
are introduced here will be further discussed in chapters four and five. 

reconstruction of art education after 1917

In 1918, the Bolsheviks initiated a total restructuring of the educational sys-
tem. Because a new class was to enter society and also to rule it, the reorgani-
sation of the educational system was one of the top priorities of the new gov-
ernment. One of the primary tasks was to abolish illiteracy in Russia which

1. The orientalist Sergei Ol’denburg (1863–1934) was permanent secretary of the Academy
of Sciences (1917–29).
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was the highest in Europe at that time. A new curriculum was introduced and
all levels of education were affected. Rabfak-departments (Workers’ faculties)
were introduced at universities and institutes, to give workers or farmers
without any preparatory schooling the opportunity to study. Successively,
specialists educated before the revolution were replaced if they did not adapt
to the new political circumstances. This process peaked in 1922 when the Min-
istry of Censorship was established and about two hundred key scholars were
forced to emigrate.2

The Bolshevik government gave art and culture high precedence. It under-
stood that art could be used for propaganda purposes, but also that it could
change the image of everyday life representing an old, stuffy world, into a
fresh “socialist” one. The “Artist-Engineer” was to organize life more efficient-
ly, but before this demanding task had been fulfilled, its ideas of class-struggle
were presented in vivid images of mass-festivals – all in the name of the Party.
In short – the distance between art and the people was to be eliminated.

Many artists of the modernist avant-garde shared the hope for a better
society. After 1917 a large part of them took active part in the shaping of a new
cultural policy. Lenin was never a supporter of a cultural field autonomous to
the Party. During the first years following the revolution, however, the situa-
tion in the country was so chaotic that the artists to a high degree could
arrange their own affairs. They also had the support of the first Commissar
(Minister) of Education (1917–1929), Anatolii Lunacharskii (1875–1933), him-
self a liberal literature critic. Lunacharskii was positive to giving artists a fairly
large amount of freedom, an attitude which forced him to resign some ten
years later.3

During the 1920s, discussions on art were still lively and rough. To begin
with, Matiushin and other “futurists” were very successful among the Bolshe-
viks. From a peripheral pre-revolutionary position they were, at least initially,
able to occupy central posts in the administration. They were innovative and
presented an alternative to the pre-revolutionary conservative establishment.
They believed that the political revolution would spread to all fields of culture
and they were flattered to be involved in the agenda of an educational revolu-
tion which involved their new artistic language.

As a result of the educational reforms, a number of institutes were found-
ed to develop art, art theory and design in Soviet Russia after 1918. The leading
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2. On censorship, see Sakwa 1999 134f. On the initial years of Bolshevik reorganization of
the educational system, see Fitzpatrick 1970. On cultural policies of the 1920s in general, see
Kenez 1999 pp. 64–75. On the 1922 forced exile, see Krementsov 1997 p. 25.
3. On Lunacharskii’s early years as a Commissar of Education, see Fitzpatrick 1970.
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centre for practising artists, architects and designers in the Soviet Union
1920–1930 was VKhUTEMAS – The Higher Technical and Artistic Work-
shops in Moscow (after 1928 The Higher Technical and Artistic Institute –
VKhUTEIN). The decision to form VKhUTEMAS took place at the upper-
most political level as it was Lenin himself who signed the Decree of the Sovi-
et People’s Commissars for its foundation.4 VKhUTEMAS was an institute
for practical learning. Its theoretical basis was produced at INKhUK – The
Institute of Artistic Culture (1920–1923/24), and RAKhN/GAKhN – The
Russian (later State) Academy for Artistic Science (1921–1930).5The counter-
parts in Petrograd/Leningrad were Svomas – State Free Workshops (1918–
1926) and GINKhUK – State Institute for Artistic Culture (1923–1926).6

The principal tendencies of these institutes were similar. They all embod-
ied the “scientification” which permeated the whole agenda of the early Sovi-
et state, as well as the urge to increase the practicality of science, both impor-
tant Bolshevik features.7The Soviet 1920s was the zenith of science, when not
even Marxism was accepted as being philosophy, but was a “positive science”.8

Translated into art, this process can be specified on the one hand as the search
for denominators common to different art forms, and on the other hand the
synthesis of the arts with chiefly architecture, including an increasing call for
applied design. Or, in the language of the production theorist Boris Arvatov:
the “Artist-Philosopher” will formulate proposals for new solutions, to be car-
ried forth to the people by the “Engineer-Constructor”.9

art research in leningrad

As a research institute, GINKhUK existed between 1923–26 and emanated
from MKhK – the Museum of Artistic Culture (1919–1926).10 Here, the large

4. Dekret Soveta Narodnykh Komissarov, published Dec. 19, 1920, cf. Khan-Magomedov
1995a p. 41.
5. On VKhUTEMAS and INKhUK, see Lodder 1983 and Khan-Magomedov 1995a &
1995b. For RAKhN/GAKhN, see Experiment 1997. 
6. For GINKhUK, Karassik 1991.
7 On the making of early Stalinist science in general, see Krementsov 1994, especially 
pp. 16–45.
8. Payne 1968 p. 43. 
9. One of the important theoreticians for “production art” was Boris Arvatov (1896–1940)
who was firmly convinced that it was the combined know-how of the technician with the
artist that was to construct the future. In 1930, a collection of his texts were published as Ob
agitatsionnom i proizvodstvennom iskusstve [On agitational and production art]. Rodchenko
made the cover for the book. 



corpus of Matiushin’s colour experiments were carried out. The building that
became at GINKhUK’s disposal was the Miatlev Palace, situated in the centre
of the city, on No. 9 Isaak Square, with the Hotel Astoria by the Swedish
architect Fredrik Lidvall on the other side of the square. In viewing distance
across the River Neva were the Academies of Art and Science.

Although many ideas coincided, to compare GINKhUK with the
Moscow institutes would be unfair. The size of GINKhUK in Leningrad was
not comparable to its Moscow counterparts. In Moscow, which became the
political capital in 1924, the institutes were so much bigger, and included a
greater number of specialists from different fields. In addition to this, the
proximity to power in the Kremlin resulted in having greater financial fund-
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Top. Miatlev Palace. Photo by the author Summer 2002. Bottom. The White Hall 
in the Miatlev Palace where open GINKhUK lectures were held. 
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ing than the Petrograd/Leningrad institutes. At GINKhUK, the paid staff
(1924) consisted of 16 people, including five professors, four assistants,
administration and technical personnel.11And if GINKhUK was an élite insti-
tution with a couple of dozen students, at VKhUTEMAS in Moscow the
number of students ranged between 1500 and 2000.12

When it comes to the being leftist13 and avant-garde, at GINKhUK they
were the rule, at VKhUTEMAS and RAKhN they were the exceptions.
VKhUTEMAS was an amalgamation of two pre-revolutionary institutes.14

The large part of the teachers, who continued to work under the new aus-
pices, were traditional artists and architects, whereas the avant-garde was in
minority (however loud). At RAKhN, university educated academicians set
the tone. GINKhUK on the other hand, was founded from anew, by a small
group of avant-garde artists who excluded conservative elements. 

At the small GINKhUK, the professors shared a similar worldview. Kaz-
imir Malevich, the originator of the abstract painting Black Square, was direc-
tor. In addition to Malevich, the other professors were Mikhail Matiushin,
Vladimir Tatlin, Pavel Filonov, Pavel Mansurov and Nikolai Punin.15 They
were all avant-garde artists and critics with an artistic language derived from
cubist simplified forms, and they were all interested in formal experiments. 

In the statutes from 1925, the professors of GINKhUK defined the objects
of the institute as popularizing knowledge of art in a scientific way, educating
scientific-artistic workers, and studying problems in the field of “artistic cul-

10. For the history of GINKhUK and MKhK, see Karassik 1991 pp. 40–59 and 1998 
pp. 9–36. 
11. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 72 l. 25ob. 
12. Schädlich 1980 p. 680. 
13. The ”left art” – levoe iskusstvo, was a non-specified epithet often used interchangeably
with ”futurism” (not to be mixed up with the Italian futurists) for the artist associated with
the post-October journal LEF – left front of the arts, where, amongst others Mayakovsky,
Nikolai Punin and Osip Brik wrote. The “leftist” artists levye, were the ones with the most
radical form language, such as abstraction. The futurists, production artists and construc-
tivists belonged to this group. The “rightist” or “conservative” artists kept to realism and
naturalism. In his “Programma ‘levykh’ bespredmetnikov” [Program of the ‘leftist’ non-
objectivists] Malevich maintained that a “war against academism” was necessary and pro-
posed the foundation of a newspaper on art for the masses. From the journal Izobrazitel’oe
iskusstvo no.1, 1919, reprinted in Matsa 1933 p. 110. 
14. The Stroganov Art and Technical Institute and the Moscow Institute for Painting,
Sculpture and Architecture. 
15. Filonov and Mansurov participated to a lesser extent than the others. Initially Filonov
led the Department of Ideology, but left in December 1923. Six months later, Punin took
over. TsGALI SPb. f. 244 op.1 d. 56 l. 7ob and d. 51 list 95. From Mansurov’s experimental
department are but few traces left, cf. TsGALI SPb. f. 244 op.1 d. 21 l. 67–67ob, Karassik 1991
pp. 46f and Karasik 1995. 



ture from a scientifically manifold standpoint” which was “called for by gov-
ernmental demands”.16 The theoretical ambition of the research institute was
to find a common language for artists, craftsmen and scientists, the practical
goal to build bridges between art, industry and science. 

Universal language of Artistic Culture

The complementary scientific work was ultimately to result in ways for artists
to verbalize their experiences and enable them to communicate beyond their
own group. All these important aspects of the research were carried out at
GINKhUK. 

This universal language had its roots in the experimental zaum poetry (za-
beyond, um- mind, intellect, senses) which was a central issue for the pre-rev-
olutionary futurists Matiushin belonged to. This zaum poetry in these hey-
days of Esperanto was to make communication across all borders possible,
including those between animals and humans, as for example in the bird-
sound neologisms of Velimir Khlebnikov (1885–1922). 

The most famous Russian formalists (Jakobson, Shklovskii, Brik and Tyni-
anov) were more interested in literature than in art. The different formal fac-
tors they singled out, foremost in poetry, included metre, phonemes, mor-
phemes and their composition into rhythmical metre. The formalist literary
theoretician Roman Jacobson took interest in Matiushin, Mayakovsky and
other futurists in Leningrad around 1915. At GINKhUK, where interdiscipli-
nary studies were intended, a Phonological department was planned,17 possi-
bly inspired by Jakobson’s analyses of Czech poetry. Jakobson and Matiushin
knew each other personally. Jakobson had visited Matiushin at his home on
Pesochnaya 10, and liked him very much. He was especially impressed by
Matiushin’s “zaum sculptures”. Jakobson also suggested that he and
Matiushin should publish a futurist miscellany together, which should
include articles on music, poetry, painting as well as illustrations.18

If underlying structures in literature were mostly related to sound, in the
fine arts they were connected to visual elements such as colour, point, line,
surface, shapes of form, volume and spatial composition. The Swiss art theo-
retician Heinrich Wölfflin launched the “linear” and the “painterly”, roughly
linked to line and to colour, in his Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe (Princi-
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16. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op.1 d. 48 l. 1.
17. The contact between Matiushin and the formalist literati continued at GIII.
18. For the contacts between Roman Jakobson and Matiushin, see Jangfeldt 1992 p. 25. and
pp. 75 f.
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ples of Art History) from 1915.19Wölfflin presented formal factors such as these
(in contrast to a deciphering of a narrative of the content) as general laws in
art. These laws leaned on features beyond the obvious representation of rec-
ognizable objects, methods that later were developed by the influential British
formalists Bell and Fry whose theories proved fruitful for the analysis of non-
representational art.

At GINKhUK, this language which claimed to lack limits was referred to
in terms of Artistic Culture. This was also the common basis for all the work
carried out there, which the name State Institute for Artistic Culture also
reveals. The GINKhUK policy advocated a “scientific” approach to theory
and criticism of art, an approach which was to be realized in the research pro-
gramme of the institute. A plan for 1924–25 stated it “ a basis for an objective,
scientific literature on the problems of the new art has to found “ by collecting
and analysing the conclusions from the other departments and formulating
this in books.20The intention was to collect the findings from all departments,
defined in terms of “objective” art and art terminology, and to position them
comparatively into a wider scientific context, all according to ideologically
accepted guidelines. This enormous work was led by the formalist art theo-
retician and critic Nikolai Punin. 

Nikolai Punin (1888–1953), who would most probably have become direc-
tor had Malevich not been elected, was one of the principal authors of the con-
cept Artistic Culture.21Punin (also husband of the famous poet Anna Akhma-
tova) was a member of IZO Narkompros – the Department of Visual Arts in
the People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment and author of a number of arti-
cles on art and aesthetics. A co-editor of the weekly journal Iskusstvo kommuny
[Art of the commune]22 issued by IZO Narkompros, Punin said in an editorial
article from 1919 that: “Artistic culture is the achievement of contemporary
art”. Artistic Culture, defined as the search for the “objective” and therefore
“professional signs”, are factors which works of modern art had in common.23

The formal elements defined as Artistic Culturewere supposed to show, when
correctly defined, the “objective” path of art evolution. These ”objective fea-

19. Although Wöllflin was an important ingredient in art theory studies his Grundbegriffe
was first translated into Russian as late as 1930. 
20. This plan was signed by Malevich as director. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l.62.  
21. Karasik 1998 p. 11. 
22. The weekly Iskusstvo kommuny was published in Petrograd in 1918–1919, with participa-
tion by such radical critics and theoreticians as Osip Brik and Boris Kushner.
23. “Polozhenie Otdela izobrazitel’nykh iskusstv i khudozhestvennoi promyshlennosti
Narkomprosa po voprosu ‘O khudozhestvennoi kulture’”, Iskusstvo kommuny 1919. no. 11,
February 16, reprinted in Matsa 1933 pp. 63–64.



tures” were material, colour, spatiality, time, form and technique. Colour was
further subdivided into: saturation, strength, its relation to light, purity,
transparency, independence, etc; spatiality: volume, depth, dimensions and
other characteristics of space; time – motion; and form, resulting from the
interrelationship between material, colour, space and composition.24

Model for museums of modern art

For the research at GINKhUK, the Museum for Artistic Culture – MKhK –
with its collection of modernist art, was used for pedagogical purposes to
show the evolution of art in a “clear, scientific and objective way”. Underlying
“laws” common to different arts were to be “revealed”, defined, and ultimate-
ly used as tools for the changing of art into a higher degree of perfection.
Malevich compared GINKhUK with an “institute of clinical surgery in the
field of painting” and the research with that of a “bacteriological institute”.25

The MKhK was founded by artists who included themselves in the exhibi-
tions, and with the museum as the basis for GINKhUK, it was the artists who
also stipulated the research. With the museum collection of modern art as its
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24. Ibid.
25. Karassik 1991 p. 40.

Nikolai Punin, Kazimir Malevich and Mikhail Matiushin 
at the Museum of Artistic Culture, Petrograd, early 1920s. 
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base, a new kind of visual culture was to be developed. These modernist artists
saw it as their call to answer the needs of future society – needs that they part-
ly defined themselves, partly adapted to the demands of their time. 

The foundation for this new kind of Museum of Artistic Culture after 1917,
interested many avant-garde artists.26 It gave them the opportunity to posi-
tion themselves in the history of art by presenting an alternative to the tradi-
tional museum collections. They were now state employed, which gave them
the incentive to communicate with, but also to educate, the masses. The focus
was modern art. With their common denominator defined as “artistic cul-
ture” the aim was to show the essence of the evolution of art leading to the
avant-garde artists themselves. 

In the same way as other countries, contemporary art trends were hardly
accepted or understood by the wider public in Russia. The reason for this,
according to Matiushin’s assistant Boris Ender, was that “the complex transi-
tion from academic representational painting to contemporary abstract paint-
ing had hitherto been neglected”.27The artists therefore took upon themselves
to first of all make new acquisitions, and then to educate museum peda-
gogues. It was crucial to fill the pedagogue gap insofar as competence in guid-
ing the general public in the latest art trends was lacking in the newly founded
museums, but also at already existing institutions, such as the State Russian
Museum. What this new museum staff should know, was a concern of the
research institute, led by artists who, in their distrust towards the main corpus
of art historians, believed that only they were able to disclose the “inventive
culture” of modern art and to reveal the “‘main line of the new Russian art”.28

These future museums had support at government level. The collections
were intended for museums of modern art to be opened throughout the Sovi-
et Union. During the first meeting concerning the museums,29 in the pres-
ence of Lunacharskii, Punin read a paper on the important role of the artist for
increasing professionalism in museums.30 The acquisitions of contemporary
art had already begun in 1918.31The Petrograd section opened to the public in
1921, with 257 art works by 69 artists (in the Miatlev Palace). In 1925 this

26. Karasik 1998.
27. Boris Ender carried out a presentation of this evolution for the Pedagogical Institute
dated Nov. 14 and 21, 1923. Quotation from TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 53.
28. Report of the activities at MKhK 1922. TsGALI SPb. f. 244 op. 1 d. 19 l. 2. The whole
document (no. 9) is published in Karasik 1998, pp. 358–359. See also a non-signed report
from 1921 TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 ed.13 l. 1–2.
29. According to the historian Ivan Matsa, this meeting took place on February 11 1919.
“Pervaia konferentsiia otdela IZO po delam muzeev, 1919. Otchet.” Matsa 1933 pp. 78–81.
30. Matsa 1933 p. 82.
31. Karasik 1998 p. 10.



MKhK collection consisted of 1,470 works of art by 101 artists, including 359
paintings, 18 sculptures, 186 drawings and 907 design objects.32

The museums were to be a tool for showing the development of art. In this
evolution, abstract, non-representational, art was considered the most
advanced tendency. But opinions differed on how this evolution should be
presented.33 The Moscow counterpart of MKhK wished to refuse non-Russ-
ian art on the grounds that Russian tradition was self-sufficient and rich
enough. To present foreign influences would prove disadvantageous to Russ-
ian art, according to Alexander Rodchenko, who organized the acquisitions
there.34 The maintenance of a development of modern art based on cubism
and fauvism without Matisse, Picasso and Braque (introduced in Russia by
the big private collections of Shchukin and Morozov), is of course absurd,
when the principals of modern art, which Malevich also stressed, were
“Cubism, Cubism, and Cubism”.35
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32. Ibid. p. 13.
33. For details on the museum discussion, ibid. especially pp. 18–20.
34. Varvara Stepanova 1994 pp. 84–85.
35. This hostile approach to Western art was the all-embracing official view, from the
launching of Stalin’s Socialist Realism in the 1930s which was to be “national in form, social-
ist in content” up until the beginning of the 1990s, see for example Sarabjanov 1991
pp. 45–57. On Malevich and cubism, see W. Rakitin 1992 pp. 18–32. For the special art of
shop signs, see Povelikhina & Kovtun 1991c. On the collections of the Moscow patrons of
the arts, see Morozov i Shchukin 1993.

The Holy Trinity. Lubok – popular print. 1820s. 
Coloured copper engraving. 
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The anti-traditionalist Tatlin wanted all predecessors of the modernists to
be excluded, whereas Matiushin advocated a standpoint more in tone with
the cosmopolitan Western tradition of St. Petersburg, in contrast to the more
nationally isolated Moscow. The planning committee of MKhK in Leningrad
held two meetings in January 1924 on what to include in the museum exposi-
tion. Matiushin wanted a comprehensive evolution to be shown, including all
possible influences from both high art and low “primitive” Russian art, icons,
lubki – Russian folk pictures, etc, international as well as national. He consid-
ered it important to present a historical context and dependency in order to
show a coherent picture of the new art trends, as a help to self-determination:
“We are linked to the art sources that precede us, and from which we have
emerged, and which can lead to us”, he said.36 To Matiushin it was important
that achievements in art from all periods should be studied, though at the
same time stressing the significance of remembering that it is not “our” art.
Nevertheless, the “formulas” from art of other times and countries that could
contribute to “our alphabet” should be used, Matiushin maintained.37 In this
way, the specific formula contributed by impressionism would be colour and
light, cubism volumes in space, futurism motion and constructivism the tran-
sition from the two-dimensional surface of the canvas to the three-dimen-
sional volume. But representing the different rhythm of his time, Ingres’

36. Karasik 1998 p. 20.
37. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Mysli ob iskusstve”.

Shop signs. Photograph 1910s. 



paintings would be nothing but a “pathetic reflection of our contemporary
life”, to Matiushin, and should therefore be excluded. Notwithstanding, he
generally regarded it valuable to position contemporary art in a tradition, a
view which he defended both in his writings and lectures.38

At last, in 1929, after a number of struggles and compromises, Matiushin’s
standpoint of including both Russian and Western traditions had won. The
collection of the Leningrad MKhK presented the influences on the Russian
avant-garde, including the “latest movements in art”, of international artists
such as Monet, Pisarro, Renoir, Sisley, Signac, Cezanne, Matisse, Braque,
Picasso, Derain, Rousseau and Maillol. The indigenous influences were repre-
sented by Russian folk art, icons and painted shop signs.39 The exposition of
Russian contemporary art was divided into impressionism (David Burliuk,
Larionov, Kul’bin), three stages of cubism (the Cezannists in the group Knave
of Diamonds: Konchalovskii, Fal’k, Kuprin; the “coloured cubism” of
Shkol’nik, Rozanova and Lentulov; and a third group with Popova, Udal’tso-
va, Malevich and Rodchenko). Futurism was the fourth group with works of
Goncharova. The fifth group, suprematism, was represented by Rozanova
and Exter with constructivism (Rodchenko) as a sub-department. The sixth
group was the Spatial Realism within the Organic Culture represented by
Matiushin, and the Enders. The seventh and eighth groups presented the
“individual worldviews” of Kandinsky and Filonov.40

The organization of research 

The research at GINKhUK emanated from the art shown at MKhK, the
Museum of Artistic Culture. It was here that Artistic Culture was to be
defined. The work was divided into scientific research, artistic expression,
pedagogic presentations and practical work.41 These different aspects of the
work were all to be connected. Scientific work was carried out in “laborato-
ries” where the artists studied effects which occurred due to the interrelation
of different components in the observed art and design works under con-
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38. In 1925 he lectured on “The Historical Method of the Research on Artistic Culture”
TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 29 ob. For the content of his ideas on art evolution, see
Matiushin 1928 and 1976a.
39. For a description of the exhibition of the “latest movements in art” from the Russian
Museum in 1929, see N. Punin “Putevoditel’ po Otdeleniiu noveishikh techenii” reprinted
in Karasik 1998 pp. 395–400. For the special art of shop signs, see Povelikhina & Kovtun
1991c. 
40. Karasik 1998 p. 23.
41. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 l. 18.
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trolled circumstances. Artistic expression in the form of watercolour sketches,
oil-paintings, sculptural works, theatre plays, etc., was, next to tables and dia-
grams, the result of laboratory observations and were then pedagogically pre-
sented at the museum. In Leningrad there was no institute comparable to
VKhUTEMAS in Moscow with its great number of workshops for metal,
wood, graphics and so on for the practical realization of ideas. Instead, the
GINKhUK departments collaborated with different institutes on the practi-
cal realization of their theories, as did for example Matiushin with the State
Decorative Institute. Practical work on a larger scale lay further in the future.
During the GINKhUK years, concrete application of the experimental results
for industrial purposes largely seems to consist of mere plans.42

GINKhUK was subdivided into four main departments, each with its
specified field of research:43 The Department of Painterly (or Artistic) Culture
led by Malevich, The Department of Organic Culture led by Matiushin, The
Department of Material Culture led by Tatlin and The Department of General
Methodology (later renamed Department of Ideology) led by Nikolai Punin.44

At Malevich’s Department of Painterly Culture (Otdel zhivipisnoi kul’tury),
form and colour within the five systems of impressionism, Cezannism,
cubism, futurism and suprematism were studied. Within each system, differ-
ent artists were analyzed. Different mental states were thought to produce
various “painterly cultures” resulting in different choices of depicting forms
and colours. The task was to find out the common structure of form and
colour schemes within each system. In a way analogous to medicine, the dif-
ferent categories were defined as suffering from “illnesses” with varied causes,
but the analyses could result in a “cure” which could lead to a more advanced
stage of expression. For every kind of illness a special method for treatment
was worked out. When one system had been “cured” it was improved and

42. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 passim.
43. The Experimental Department led by Pavel Mansurov disappeared through lack of
activity and there are but few traces left of any activities, cf. TsGALI SPb. f. 244 op. 1 d. 21
l. 67–67ob. On Mansurov at GINKhUK, see also Karassik 1991 pp. 46f and Karasik 1995 pp.
26–36. Mansurov emigrated to Paris where he designed textiles for the fashion industry, see
Vasil’ev 1998 p. 375 and p. 383. 
44. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 72 l. 5–6. Initially, the Department of Methodology was
headed by Pavel Filonov (1883–1941), but he departed in December 1923. Six months later,
Punin took over. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op.1 d. 56 l. 7ob and d. 51 list 95. Filonov’s synopsis of
a programme for the department showed no interest in Marxism whatsoever, but instead
presented his “Sistema mirovoi rastsvet” [Declaration of World Flowering], TsGALI SPb f.
244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 65. In this declaration, Filonov presents his view on how to “reveal “ the
perception of objects, cf. Misler & Bowlt 1984 pp. 167–177. Filonov’s manifesto was pub-
lished in the same issue of the journal Zhizn’ iskusstva as Matiushin’s Zorved manifesto, see
Matiushin 1923a.



could move up to the next level.45 The highest evolutionary achievement in
Malevich’s system was his own suprematism culminating in his Black Square
(1915) and White on White (1919), models of architecture Arkhitektoniki and
town-planning projects Planity of the 1920s. 

The second department was Matiushin’s Department of Organic Culture
(Otdel organicheskoi kul’tury). It was represented by Matiushin’s own art sys-
tem Spatial Realism (Prostranstvenny Realizm). Spatial Realism was his own
contribution to progressive art tendencies and represented the way art was to
be understood at the department. It was the evolutionary peak of impression-
ism, Cezannism, cubism, futurism and suprematism. Matiushin considered
cubism to be such an innovative form of art that he even branded it to be the
beginning of a “language of the future”.46

The third Department of Material Culture (Otdel material’noi kul’tury)
was supervised by Vladimir Tatlin. Here different materials to be used in arti-
cles for everyday use were studied. The work was a practical continuation of
what he had initiated with his reliefs and counter reliefs in 1913 where the fak-
tura, the processed textural surface, was of primary importance. The research
focused on different materials (wood, glass, textile, metal, paint, etc), their
combination into constructivist reliefs and counter reliefs, and finally the con-
struction of them into everyday items (kitchen utensils, clothing, furniture).47

The fourth Department of Ideology (later renamed Department of General
Ideology; Otdel obshchei ideologii) was directed by Nikolai Punin. The task here
was to elaborate new methods of classifying the arts.48 In addition to its own
art theory work this department had the responsibility for ideological educa-
tion at the institute. It was no coincidence that it was Punin who was chosen
to be editor of the GINKhUK grammar. Punin was a leading member of Kom-
fut (communist futurists), and a representative of Glavnauka, the Central
Administration for Scientific, Scholarly-Artistic, and Museum Institutions as
part of Narkompros. This meant he participated in discussions on how the
institute should be formed ideologically. The ideological section was there-
fore to present and discuss Marxist theorists who tried to apply fundamentals
of Marxist method to the fine arts. As examples, Wilhelm Hausenstein’s “Art
and Society”, Fëdorov-Davydov’s “The Marxist History of Art” were chosen,
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45. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 delo 71 list 2–2ob and 7, and delo 72 list 14–14ob.
46. Matiushin 1913 p. 25.
47. On Tatlin and material, see Zhadova 1984 pp. 134–154.
48. It studied art theory terminology introduced during classicism, romanticism, natural-
ism and impressionism with the aim of explaining formal concepts of colour, form, paint-
ing and mass in connection with concrete painterly-plastic works. TsGALI SPb, f. 244, op. 1,
d. 72, l.24.



66 i. colour

as well as writings by the Marxist theorists Plekhanov, Lunacharskii, Trotskii,
Friche, Arvatov and Chuzhak.49 But it was not easy to reconcile the divergent
cultures of these vast fields into something that was comprehensive for the
artists and at the same time politically acceptable. Punin wrote about this in
the article “On Difficulties in Applying the Marxist Method to the Fine Arts”
and presented its contents in a lecture at the institute.50This eventually result-
ed in the closing down of the Department of General Ideology. 

The GINKhUK Scientific Board was the instance where decisions were
taken. Its initial members were Malevich, Tatlin, Matiushin and Punin. But
there were constant conflicts between the two strong personalities Tatlin and
Malevich.51 Together with Pavel Mansurov, Tatlin wrote a letter to the local
authorities complaining about Malevich’s favourable treatment of the other
departments, which made them feel isolated at the institute. Mansurov’s
increasing difficulties practically stopped his work at the institute.52 In 1925
Tatlin officially resigned from GINKhUK and started to teach at the wood
and metal work faculty at VKhUTEMAS in Moscow with Rodchenko and
Lissitzky. From now on, Tatlin’s formerly self-sufficient department was taken
over by two of Malevich’s most orthodox followers Nikolai Suetin and Ilia
Chashnik and became in practice an assistance workshop for Malevich in
painting suprematist designs on concrete items.53When Tatlin and Mansurov
had left, the only two experimental sections that continued to function in
GINKhUK in addition to Punin’s ideological department, were those of
Malevich and Matiushin. 

49. Gauzenshtein Iskusstvo i Obshchestvo; Fëdorov-Davydov Marksistskaia istoriia iskusstv,
Punin “O nekotorykh trudnostiakh primeneniia marksistkogo metoda k izobrazitel’nym
iskusstvam”. Report on the activities of the Department of General Ideology for the aca-
demic year 1924–25. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 48. 
50. Ibid. 
51. On the conflicts between Tatlin and Malevich, see Karasik 1998 p. 11 and p. 29n35.
52. Karassik 1991 pp. 46f and Karasik 1995 pp. 26–36. 
53. See “To the Leningrad Division of Glavnauka”, reprinted in Zhadova 1984 pp. 257–8.
1927–1930. Tatlin was a professor at VKhUTEMAS in Moscow at the Faculty of Wood and
Metal Working, and the Faculty of Ceramics where he continued to teach until 1933. On the
Wood and Metal Working faculty at VKhUTEMAS, see Lodder 1983/1987 pp. 130–140. In
1929–32 he led the Experimental Laboratory of Material Culture of the Narkompros where
his laboratory was situated in the belfry of the Novodevichii Convent in Moscow, where he
worked on the model of the flying machine Letatlin, which he finished in 1932, see Zhadova
1984 pp. 133–154.



matiushin’s department of organic culture 

GINKhUK was in many ways similar to the large institutes for art, architec-
ture and design in Moscow. But it also has an identity of its own. Comparing
the Leningrad GINKhUK with its Moscow counterparts, it becomes obvious
that one of the main features which characterized the specific identity of the
Leningrad institute was its “organic culture”. In her dissertation Das Kun-
stkonzept der Organischen Kultur in der Kunst der russischen Avantgarde,
Isabel Wünsche includes Tatlin, Filonov, Malevich in the organic culture in
addition to Matiushin.54 These artists were all active at GINKhUK, but only
Matiushin’s department bore the name organic. Could this imply that it was
Matiushin who actually was the leader of the organic movement? Wünsche
does not write much on GINKhUK, and the few studies made of the institute
so far mainly concentrate on the work of Malevich.55

Matiushin’s scientific work at GINKhUK started with an invitation from
Malevich, the head of the institute, who wanted Matiushin to found his own
research laboratory in connection with the Museum of Artistic Culture.
Matiushin decided to call it Department of Organic Culture and in his own
words, this is where the concrete research which Laws is based on began in
1923.56The ideas he had developed earlier did not change in any fundamental
way now that he started at GINKhUK except that now work seems to have
become better organized and more well-structured.57

The GINKhUK period was the most creative time of Matiushin’s colour
research. Working in a state-subsidized institution, he could concentrate on
the development of his own interpretation of the synthesis of the arts with the
natural sciences in a more organized way than previous. If we are to believe
that the contents of the reports correspond to reality, the Department of
Organic Culture and the Department of Painterly Culture presented the most
consistent research programmes. According to the information given in
Matiushin’s reports from GINKhUK, the Department of Organic Culture
was the most ambitious one of the whole institute. It had the most elaborate
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54. Wünsche 1997, cf. also Lodder 1983 pp. 205–223. 
55. Karassik 1991 pp. 40–59 and Karasik 1998 pp. 9–36. 
56. Laws p. 11.
57. The projects that Matiushin initiated at the Svomas Workshop for Spatial Realism
(1918–21) continued with the same staff, first at the Museum of Artistic Culture and then at
GINKhUK. Matiushin 1933–34 p. 140 and 144. This also corresponds with the impression
I have from comparing the ideas summarized in the reports from GINKhUK with the con-
tent of the texts he had written to that date, in addition to examples of his earlier activities.
Already in 1920 he took his students to Lakhta, outside Petrograd, to train Extended Vision,
only to take one example. 
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research programme and it produced almost twice as many lectures and meet-
ings as all the other departments together, including that of Malevich.58

Philosophy of Organic Culture

Fundamental to the understanding of Matiushin’s theory of colour were the
two concepts: Organic Culture – Organicheskaia kul’tura and Spatial Realism
– Prostranstvenny realizm. Matiushin obviously considered these two notions
so important that he named his Department of Organic Culture and Work-
shop of Spatial Realism after them. In this way, he defined the overall frame of
the work of his Laboratory for Colour and Laboratory for Form. Here I will
sketch some ideas associated with Organic Culture since these had direct
impact on the immediate understanding of Laws, ideas that will be further dis-
cussed later. Spatial Realism on the other hand, is placed in a later chapter
because it opens the way to a more metaphysical understanding of Matiushin.

The new-born Soviet state wanted to spread an image of itself as an indus-
trial wonder. With the theatre director Vsevolod Meyerhold’s biomechanical

58 During the academic year 1924–25, the Department of Organic Culture organized 28
meetings with discussions for the whole GINKhUK, 48 closed lectures (for the Department
of Organic Culture) and 8 open lectures for the general public. In addition to these 84 lec-
tures and discussions a number of excursions were made. The same year Malevich’s
Department of painterly culture organized sixteen meetings on method, fifteen closed lec-
tures and nine open lectures (forty in all) and Punin’s for General Ideology produced six
closed lectures and one open lecture. Short reports of the activitites at the different depart-
ments. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 72 list 14ob list 15 and 16. The topics discussed at the
meetings ranged from the problems of heating the premises, to deeply theoretical matters. 

Left. Georg Grosz and John Heartfield: “Art is Dead”. 1920. Right. Letatlin. 1932.



movements, inspired by the effective conveyor-belt Taylorism and the Die
Erste Russische Ausstellung in Berlin 1922, the image of the Russian avant-
garde in the West became associated with modern metallic mechanisms,
fuelled by the famous photo-collage of Georg Grosz and John Heartfield at
the dada exhibition in Berlin showing them holding a sign proclaiming “Art is
dead. Long Live Tatlin’s Machine-Art”. Grosz and Heartfield had apparently
read Konstantin Umanskij’s book Neue Kunst in Russland 1914– 1919, where
Tatlin is said to have “developed Machine Art which stems from the experi-
ments of Picasso’s and Braque’s experiments (1913). Art is dead – Long live
Art, the Art of the Machine, with its construction and logic, its rhythm, its
components, its material and its metaphysical spirit […] All this becomes
legitimate means explained in a new language of art. Its new grammar and
aesthetics demand from the artist both technical craftsmanship, and a tight
alliance with its powerful ally – the dominant Machine.”59

It is really ironic that Grosz and Heartfield chose Tatlin. To be sure, Tatlin
worked in a constructivist style with all kinds of materials, including
‘machine-like’ metal. But as is clearly seen from his two major works: Monu-
ment to the Third International (1920) and Letatlin (1932) he was really work-
ing in a more ”organic” vein.60 Both these works were made of wood, and he
was very aware of the innate organic potentials of his materials. Tatlin and
Matiushin had many ideas in common, and even initiated a project on organ-
ic art.61 But Tatlin left Leningrad for Moscow, and the only one left to form
the organic core of GINKhUK was Matiushin.

Looking at Matiushin’s paintings, we see that the simplified constructive
form developed from cubist painting also suited his taste. But there was one
fundamental difference between Matiushin’s organic school and the construc-
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59. Umanskij 1920 pp. 19–20. This photo-collage has been reproduced in a number of
avant-garde-exhibitions in the West, including one of the earliest separate exhibitions on
Tatlin, cf. Andersen 1968b p. 18. This image has thus largely formed the reception of the
Russian avant-garde, with Tatlin as one of the major proponents, from Alfred Barr’s exhibi-
tion Cubism and Abstract Art at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1936, up to the
enormous exhibition The Great Utopia (Frankfurt, New York, Moscow 1992–93). See also
Barr’s famous “Chart of Modern Art”, reprinted in Barr 1986 p. 92. In Drucker 1994 pp. 1ff.
the internal dialogue on the received tradition of modernism with its own precedents is dis-
cussed. Bell and Fry were read by Barr and Greenberg who were read by Michael Fried and
Rosalind Krauss, who were read by Tim Clark and Victor Burgin. For a survey on the
Western reception of Russian Constructivism, see also Lodder 1983 pp. 225–238. 
60. On the organic trend in Tatlin’s work, see Lodder 1983 pp. 210–213. 
61. Tatlin’s interest in the haptic-optical connection, recalls Itten’s propaedeutic course at
Bauhaus in Weimar. On Itten, see Wick 1992 pp. 77–106. Matiushin and Tatlin planned a
workshop together for 1922 for the “Construction of material and organic patterns for pro-
duction”. It was never realized.
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tivists in Moscow: colour. The constructivists’ first and foremost interest was
form and function. Colour was seen as luxury, at worst as superficial decora-
tion. 

Modernist art and design, with its increased interest in colour, developed
in the wake of the reaction against what reform-movements saw as the brutal-
ities of industrialism, with the Arts & Crafts Movement in England, Talashki-
no and Abramtsevo in Russia, and their counterparts in Scandinavia and Fin-
land.62 These movements served as a source for the avant-garde.63 In the case
of Matiushin, it was Elena Guro who pointed him in this direction. Guro was
the one who took interest in these reform critics, many of whom were inter-
ested in pantheistic ideas. The Arts & Crafts critic and essayist John Ruskin
was against the effects of the industrial revolution, and the Belgian critic
Émile Verhaeren (1855–1916) was also against the uncritical acceptance of the
factories that turned man into a passive instrument without a will of his
own.64

The notions “Organic” and “Culture” have a number of meanings that can
give us additional clues as to the content-philosophy of Guro/Matiushin.
According to the dictionary, “organic” relates to the Greek ”organon”, and the
Latin ”organum”, which is an ‘instrument of thought or knowledge’.65 An
“organ”, is an instrument both in a literal and a figurative sense, meaning tool,
agent, cause, medium, channel, means or resources, and bodily organ but also
means of action. It can also be regarded as an ‘instrument of the body and
soul’.66 An archaic meaning of the word “organ” signifies special faculties in
the brain. The root “organ” is also found in ‘organisation’ and ‘organic struc-
ture’. The noun “organism” is a complete entirety, a whole where the separate
parts are fully dependant on each other in a way comparable to a living being.
The “organism” can also be an individual living being – a self-sufficient whole
consisting of inter-dependent bodily “organs” which are self-contained parts
with vital functions – hands, eyes, genitals, etc. No part can be taken away
from organic wholes, without the whole organism ceasing to function. In
philosophy, the parts in organic thinking can be understood and explained
only as relating to their position and function in the whole system. The parts
and the whole are inter-dependent in a complex but essential way similar to
that of living creatures. “Organic” also means structural, inherent, organized,

62. This was my concern in Tillberg 1992b. 
63. On Russian avant-garde sources, see Avangard 1993. 
64. Ruskin and Verhaeren, see 1976b p. 138. Ruskin is mentioned in a letter from Guro to
Matiushin, RGALI f. 134 op. 1 ed. khr. 44.
65. “Organic”, “Organon”, The Oxford English Dictionary Vol. X 1989 p. 926.
66. “Organ” ibid. pp. 918 f.



systematic, coordinated (an organic whole).67 “Organ” – can be prefixed to
various terms, usually connected with biology.68 As it happens, in Russian
“colour” “tsvet” which means ‘colour’ and “tsvetok”, ‘flower’ derive from the
same root – “tsvet”. If one would consider velar alternation, “tsvet” also relates
to “svet” – ‘light’.69

With Laws as an exception, Matiushin’s writing is full of verbal metaphors
from organic life and its cultivation. In the same way as Guro, Matiushin
often expressed himself in terms of seasonal cyclical growth, by metaphors
like “seed” and “sprout” to mark a beginning that “grows” into a mature fruit.
But this growing is “hidden” and “unrecognizable” for most people “who do
not notice if their harvest turns into dung, instead of having faith in the new
wild force of flowers and fruits”.70

Although not mentioned explicitly by Matiushin, the Russian philosopher
Vladimir Solov’ëv’s (1853–1900) prolific writings had an enormous impact on
the intelligentsia during Matiushin’s formative years. In his treaty on aesthet-
ics “Beauty in nature” (first published in 1889), beauty is described as the “eter-
nal essence” in nature, an “object of disinterested contemplation” (“predmet
beskorystnogo sozertsaniia”) and that it is for self-reflecting humans to know
this and to work on revealing this innate beauty.71 This train of thought is
developed in “The general sense of art” (1890), with nature as the founding
fundament of the world, as a process continued by man.72

Before continuing, I would additionally like to mention the German his-
torian Oswald Spengler (1880–1936). Spengler was an important proponent
of Matiushin’s world whom I will return to later. Referred to in Laws,73 Spen-
gler’s Der Untergang des Abendlandes (The Decline of the West) appeared in
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67. “Organic”, “Organon”, ibid. pp. 920–21.
68. Ibid. p. 924.
69. Vasmer 1996 vol. IV pp. 292f. In the first heading in Laws – “The Laws Governing the
Variability of Colour Combinations” – Matiushin even made the mistake of forming the
adjective “tsvetochnykh” – meaning ‘flower’, when the correct form for ‘colour-’ should be
“tvetovykh” (in the genitive), thus actually saying the laws that govern “flower combina-
tions”. “Zakonomernost’ izmeniaemosti tsvetochnykh sochetanii”, Laws p. 11. 
70. Matiushin 1976a passim, quote from p. 170.
71. Solov’ëv 1988 “Krasota v prirode”, vol. 2, pp. 351–389. Susanna Witt makes interesting
observations between the “aesthetic” and the “biological” in Boris Pasternak’s Doktor
Zhivago, see Sovov’ëv “life-giving” and German romantic philosophy in Witt 2000 pp.
114–121. In Boris Gasparov interesting connections are seen between the arguments for-
warded by Mikhail Bakhtin in the 1920s, and Lysenko’s polemics against “formalist genet-
ics” in his key-note speech at the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences in 1936,
see Gasparov 1996 pp. 136f. 
72. “Obshchii smysl iskusstva” Solov’ëv 1988, vol. 2, pp. 390–402. 
73. Ender 1932 p. 8. 
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Russia in 1923.74Oswald forwarded “organicism” as the doctrine about every-
thing in the world as a part of an organic whole. 

Matiushin also shows affinity with the German Gestalt-psychologists
active in Berlin from around 1925. In their vein Matiushin realized that our
perception works with whole images, with a Gestalt, meaning shape and
form, and not with scattered elements that are mechanically put together in
our minds.75As far as colours are concerned this is most certainly so.76 In the
Soviet Union, similar ideas on holism and synthesis were developed in the
1920s. At the theoretical institutes for art and design INKhUK and RAKhN/
GAKhN in Moscow, where Kandinsky’s programme of a Synthesis of the Arts
was of utmost importance, it was the phenomenologist Gustav Shpet who
advocated a synthesizing approach to philosophy and perception.

Matiushin most certainly knew of the ideas on holism and synthesis, ideas
fruitful for any artist concerned with pictorial composition. But even if he did
not, his own experience of colour from many years of practical work had clear-
ly shown him that colour is always inter-dependent with a reference situation.
When reading Matiushin’s texts, one is struck by his consistent support of the
idea of unity. In his view, everything belonged together, from the “fresh pine-
forests” and the open views of the Baltic Sea, to the “dirty working-class bar-
racks near the polluting factories”.77

Then we have Culture as part of Matiushin’s philosophy. “Culture” comes
from the Latin “cultura” which as a verb signifies to grow, to raise, to improve,
to refine and develop by study and training. The noun “culture” is the result if
this cultivated condition.78This aspect is included in Matiushin’s special train-
ing programme to cultivate bodily organs and sense faculties. Nature, whole-
ness, unity, growing, refinement, all these meanings included in Matiushin’s
philosophy of Organic Culture are fundamental for the understanding of his
colour philosophy.

74. Zakat EvropyMoscow 1923. 
75. Matiushin’s possible contacts with the ideas of the Gestalt psychologists who began to
gain ground during this period is a matter for further investigation. 
76. Exporting these ideas to the United States (they all left Germany in the 1930s when
Hitler came into power) the Gestalt psychologists Kurt Koffka, Wolfgang Köhler and Max
Wertheimer as well as the art psychologist Rudolf Arnheim and the colour pedagogue Josef
Albers, influenced a whole generation of artists, however some decades after Matiushin, cf.
Arnheim 1954 and Albers 1963. 
77. Matiushin 1933–34. 
78. “Culture”, noun and verb, The Oxford English Dictionary Vol. X 1989 pp. 121f. 



matiushin’s colour laboratory

What made Matiushin’s work different from the others at GINKhUK was his
persistent focus on perception and that all laboratory work was based on
observations of nature. Combined with “the reading of nature as a book”, this
served as the basis for the Laboratory of Colour and Laboratory of Form.
Summing up the “common ground for the whole work”, Matiushin said in his
late autobiography, were “animated, indefatigable observations of nature”.79

These observations were of fundamental importance for the understanding of
vision, and especially the vision of colour and form. “Nature serves as colour
and form material for our work”, Matiushin explained.80 All those working
with the department were obliged to paint outdoors during the two summer
months in order to achieve practical painting experience and to check results
from the laboratory work. In addition to painterly practice the principles of
Organic Culture were also to be applied in decorative matters.81 This was
practised by the “organic group” studying objects in nature, for example a lake
in different light conditions in changing “scales” differing from red to violet
influencing the whole “colour chord” in the surroundings of the lake.82
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79. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Mysli ob iskusstve” [Thoughts on art].
80. Matiushin 1916–20.
81. Matiushin, in a plan for the work that was to take place in 1926–27. TsGALI SPb f. 244
op. 1 d. 71 l. 18.
82. As exampled in Tarkhovka outside Leningrad. Ibid. list 17.

Department of Organic Culture, GINKhUK. The epigram above the door says: “Experiments and
development of touch, hearing, vision, thinking and their centres of the human organism.”
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The reason why additional experiments were made in a laboratory situa-
tion, was so that phenomena could then be singled out and analysed without
too many uncalled-for, disturbing factors. The objects of observation and the
tasks to solve had to be as simple as possible in order to produce concrete
results. The reason why form and colour were artificially separated from each
other – “although we see everything as part of the same image with colour
belonging to form and vice versa” – was because this made verbal description
of the perceptual changes possible. Pure and clearly defined colours were cho-
sen because the changes they produced were distinct enough to be communi-
cated.83 The ultimate ambition was to “comprehend nature and the world as
one single, whole organism”.84

Scientific Organization of Labour in Art — NOT v iskusstve

The work relied on four main principles: science, artistic expression, peda-
gogic work, and facets that were all to lead to practical applicability. The over-
all ideal derived from the natural sciences. Matiushin and his assisting group
were constantly reminded of the scientific base for their work. The guiding

83. Maria Ender 1927a pp. 12–13.
84. According to a plan for the Department of Organic Culture from 1924, signed by
Matiushin. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45.

Department of Organic Culture, GINKhUK. The text above the door 
proclaims: Scientific Organization of Labour in the Arts. 



principle for their work was Scientific Organization of Labour in the Arts –
NOT (Nauchnaia Organizatsia Truda) v iskusstve.85 This motto, in form
redolent of a Bolshevic slogan, hung above the doorway to the colour labora-
tory. In Laws it was referred to as scientific research based on the rationalisa-
tion of artistic means in practice, as well as “disclosure of the strict laws that
govern the variability of colour and form”.86The task the Organic Department
set itself was to reveal regularities in nature by using systematized, empirical
observations. Regularities in contemporary art were located and scrutinized. 

The contribution of the Organic Department to the universal language to
be formulated at GINKhUK was a “Colour Grammar”.87With knowledge of
colour boiled down to useful laws, a higher awareness of controlled colour
effects as well as a “deciphering of paintings” was believed to be possible.88

Although their aim was to formulate laws in the same way as in the natural
sciences, it should be remembered that they were not educated as scientists,
but as artists. In spite of the fact that the “scientific” approach was very much
in focus at GINKhUK, even Matiushin’s own assistant realized that this was
more a wish than existent reality. Instead of a systematic reading of scientific
literature on colour vision, they gained knowledge what was already known
among physiologists only after their own experiments had been made.89

There was a constant battle with the political authorities for money to
equip the laboratory adequately. Nevertheless, focus was on the apparatus
they had themselves – their own eyes. The empirical work was carried out
carefully. Different test subjects had to repeat the same experiment and then to
give a verbal report. If results achieved showed too wide differences, the
whole experiment was repeated. The results were then analyzed and dis-
cussed. The number of test subjects for each observation ranged from five to
ten. “As you see, the conclusions are not based on majority testimonies. For us
it was important to establish the regularity of each test-observer by repeating
the observations.”90Here the attention was rather on the quality of the colour
impressions than on the number of different test subjects.91 The results were
then analyzed and discussed with the ultimate goal of formulating laws. The
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85. For more on NOT, see Stites 1989 chapters 7 and 8.
86. Laws p. 7.
87. Boris Ender RGALI f. 2973 op. 1 ed. khr. 9 list 4–5.
88. From a presentation by Boris Ender in the exhibition of the Department of Organic
Culture, in June 1926. RGALI f. 2973 op. 1 ed. khr. 9 list. 4.
89. Boris Ender shows an awareness of this problem. RGALI f. 2973 op. 1 ed. khr. 8 list 2.
90. Maria Ender 1927a p. 14. In psycho-physical research nowadays, six test subjects are
usually used, according to Högman-Archer, conference Gothenburg 1996.
91. Matiushin’s students were rather few but gifted, unlike in the case of the later Josef Albers.
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observations in the laboratories simulated situations in nature, but with the
advantage that disturbing factors could be excluded. 

On a practical level, the laboratory work was divided into “three direc-
tions”. First of all, the laboratories had to be equipped and models construct-
ed, secondly the tests and observations had to be made, and thirdly, the empir-
ical material had to be analysed and conclusions drawn.92 The results were
presented in the form of lectures, articles, and exhibitions showing charts,
tables, diagrams, drawings and paintings.93

Artistic expression 

What was the purpose of all this scientific research? Did it have any implica-
tions at all for the concrete artistic work? Matiushin definitely saw it that way.
The “scientific work” at the Organic Department is “directly linked with art”,
Matiushin established in an “Explanatory note” on a working plan for the aca-
demic year 1923–24.94 But how? 

By using a more “scientific method” including the knowledge of all influ-
encing factors on the perceptual apparatus, the artist Matiushin believed it
possible to compose the canvas in a more “solid” way.95 Impressions of light
and space falling onto the retina would be perceived in “unified diversity” and
the eye would not unconsciously ramble and err in space “only to catch ran-
dom details […] like a fish in the water”. The artist would cease to be limited
by emotions and instead start to see “one unified and saturated entirety. In
colour and light he sees completely new potential combinations and condi-
tions of the surrounding medium; insofar as in the extended field of vision
light combinations, the state of colours and forms, are totally different than
with a narrow sector of the visual angle and attention.”96

92. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 25. Plan for 1925–26.
93. According to a report from the Department of Organic Culture for spring 1925, a selec-
tion of oral presentations were “Spatial understanding of noise and sound” (Matiushin);
“Observations on yellow colour in vertically extended vision” (K. Ender); “Project for noise
models corresponding to straight and curved lines (Six variations of linear noise)” (N.
Grinberg); “Tactile experience of space. Modelling not using sight” (Matiushin); “Speed,
duration and strength in reactions to visual centres on different colours” (B. Ender);
“Observations on colour changes in time, under the influence of a complementary. Three
visual reactions on colour” (M. Ender); “The law of colour contrast (impressionism) – the
displacement of the complementary on its neighboring colour in extended angle of vision”
(M. Ender). TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 20ob–21ob.
94. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 l. 18.
95. Ibid. l. 20.
96. Ibid.



Through the thorough observations of colour phenomena, objective natu-
ral laws were to be disclosed, laws that were believed to be applicable to artistic
work. With the clarification of these “underlying” laws, the “incomprehensibil-
ity” of contemporary art would diminish.97 This was how Matiushin saw his
mission for the new art. Matiushin worked in the visual culture of impression-
ism and cubism where the aim was to produce some form of visual and optical
truth on the canvas.98The pre-cubist Cezanne had sought this by using nature
as his model, and the post-impressionist Seurat in the very process of seeing.99

In Matiushin’s own paintings, the sujets derive from nature, but are
abstracted. This transformation is noticeable in his Composition on the Death of
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97. Kapeliush 1976 p. 10.
98. Matiushin 1976a passim.
99. The conceptual strategy of Cezanne, Drucker describes as to bridge over “the gap
between seeing and knowing, between sensation and the truth of nature” and for Seurat as
“transition from literal space to autonomous espace – the liberation of the space of the can-
vas from the role of pictorial mimicry and into its own arena of visual activity”. Drucker 1994
p. 42 f.

Left. Matiushin Composition on the
Death of E. Guro. 1918. Top right. Matiu-
shin Motion in Space. 1921. GRM. Bottom
right. Ksenia Ender. Tarkhovka Lake 1925.
Watercolour and pencil on paper. Kostaki
Collection. Thessaloniki. 



E. Guro from 1918 and Motion in Space from 1921.100 The first shows some-
thing reminiscent of a comet with a yellow head and a multicoloured, mostly
blue, yellow, white and red dust tail on a black background – in cosmos. In
Motion in Space the colours of the stripes in the comet’s dust tail are more styl-
ized but retain a similar coloration of reds, blues, whites and yellows. The only
colour completely excluded is black. (The bottom stripe which in reproduc-
tions seems to be black, is actually a very thin dark blue stripe, blending with a
dark green). The white ‘spatial’ background evokes associations to traditional
icon-painting, where the white backgrounds symbolize heaven as a higher
neo-Platonic idealist reality.101

In reference to different art form, Matiushin condensed his view of the evo-
lution in art into a schema, what he called, Synoptical Chart of artists, musicians,
sculptors, architects, and geometricians of all times. The Synoptical Chart present-
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100. Composition on the Death of E. Guro, 1918, watercolour on paper 27¬38,1 cm. GRM
SPb, section for soviet graphics, cat. 230, drawing 6587. Motion in Space, 1921 oil on canvas
124¬168 cm. GRM SPb inventory ZhB-996.
101. The religious philosopher Pavel Florenskii saw an amalgamation of the icon with
Platonic ideas, mentioned in Leonid Ouspensky 1992 vol. II p. 460.

Matiushin with his students. First diploma exhibit of the
Department of Organic Culture, GINKhUK. Summer 1924. Left
to right: Matiushin, Georgii Ender, Nikolai Grinberg, Ksenia,

Maria and Boris Ender. 



ed the evolution of art, showing how different art forms were parallel to and
influenced each other. It hung on the wall in Matiushin’s study, and he contin-
uously pasted up new names, dating from the 13th to the 19th century.102

Pedagogic work, students and staff

Education was another important aspect to disseminating the ideas of Organ-
ic Culture. The work of spreading their worldview to the general public was
important. This was highly important in the forming of coming generations,
as well as in changing people’s wish to strive for refinement. The pedagogic
work took place both at the institute and other public spaces in the form of
lectures and exhibitions. 

After 1917 there was considerable political interest to include students with
proletarian or agrarian background. Matiushin, himself coming from a non-
academic background, also supported this idea. He was positive about the fact
that there were as many as 150 students with farming and working background
at the Svomas, the State Free Workshops, the former Academy of Arts. “It is
such joy that a new awareness and a new bold and strong man is being born
[…] The Communist Youth is magnificent”, he said in his autobiography.103

But the real situation was different. Matiushin’s staff at GINKhUK consisted of
talented and well-educated assistants and postgraduates from Svomas. They
had all been his students, carefully supervised by himself. His closest assistants
with whom the theoretical part was elaborated (GINKhUK 1923–26) were the
Ender siblings (Maria, Ksenia, Boris and Georgii) and Nikolai Grinberg.104At
work, they carried out his ideas in practice and served as test subjects for the per-
ceptual observations. Many of them even became his personal friends, enjoying
the engaging and friendly atmosphere around him.105

Maria Vladimirovna Ender (1897–1942) was Matiushin’s closest and first
assistant and was working for him as early as 1916. She acted as his secretary dur-
ing meetings at GINKhUK, GIII and the Russian Museum, and she was the
one in charge of everyday work in Laboratory of Colour at GINKhUK. She led
the practical work with Laws and was also the author of its preface. Next to her,
was her brother Boris Vladimirovich Ender (1893–1960) who was in charge of
the Laboratory of Form, and her sister Ksenia Vladimirovna Ender
(1894–1955), who worked as technical assistant. Both Boris and Ksenia began
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102. RO IRLI f. 656. 1924–26.
103. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Akademiia khudozhestv” [Academy of art].
104. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 47.
105. For reminiscences of Matiushin as a teacher, see Kostrov 1990 and Delakroa-
Nesmelova 1990.



studying for Matiushin in 1918.106They were Matiushin’s closest team and pro-
duced a number of lectures and theoretical work connected with colour in art
and colour vision. Georgii Vladimirovich Ender (1898–1983) started at Svomas
in 1919, but as he studied hydromechanical engineering at the same time he did
not participate as much as the others. When graduating in 1925, he stopped
working for Matiushin.107 Nikolai Grinberg did not participate as much as
Maria, Ksenia and Boris Ender, and little is known about his fate. 

Matiushin and his assistants held frequent lectures on colour vision in con-
nection with the Organic Culture. The aim of the lectures was to spread their
philosophy of the organic culture to artist colleagues as well as to the general
public. The lectures took place at GINKhUK, the Decorative Institute, the
Svomas Academy of Arts in Leningrad and in art museums. The museum lec-
tures were either connected with exhibitions of traditional art in local public
museums, such as the Hermitage and the Russian Museum, or at MKhK with
the GINKhUK collection of avant-garde art. In addition to this, they regular-
ly presented their achievements as visual “reports” at GINKhUK in the form
of paintings, water colours, sketches and sculptures, which were also peda-
gogically explained. 

An important part of the pedagogic work was an elementary “ABC book
on Colour” produced by Maria Ender in 1925–26. A dummy was made but not
published.108The ABC Book was to give elementary instruction to children in
art class on the effects of simultaneous contrast, but could even provide school
children with a basic knowledge of colour. It consists of twenty pages built up
in a self-illustrative way where the reader learns by seeing. The book is very
basic. You turn pages and different complementary colours show themselves.
The left page is chromatic and the right page achromatic. When you turn the
page after looking at a chromatic colour, the complementary after-image falls
on the neutral, grey page. Between the pages are smaller squares to be
observed on these differently coloured backgrounds (red/light blue, yellow/
violet, green/pink).109After this initial introduction into the world of colour,
children should also be introduced into the basics of Organic Culture. 
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106. Matiushin 1933–34, chapter “Rabota v GINKhUKe”. According to a protocol from the
Organic Department of December 19th, 1924, Georgii Ender and Nikolai Grinberg partic-
ipated as “technical assistants”, and Maria, Boris and Ksenia as “scientific assistants”. TsGALI
SPb f. 244 op. 1 delo 48 list 19. Initially it was Guro who became acquainted with Boris
Ender (1911) and from then on made him an important part of her poetical universe, see
Banjanin 1983, Ender-Masetti 1986 and 1994. 
107. He then started work with the State Railway Transportation Institute. Some of his
works are today in the Kostaki collection in Greece, cf. Organika 2001 p. 168. 
108. RO IRLI f. 656.
109. In being self-educational, its pedagogic construction reminds us of Josef Albers (1963).



conclusion

In Leningrad in the 1920s intensive colour research was conducted at The
State Institute of Artistic Culture – GINKhUK. So far, the few texts written
on GINKhUK, concentrate on the work of Malevich, as head of the institute.
But according to the material I have investigated, Matiushin formed the theo-
retical axis of GINKhUK to no less extent than Malevich. 

Comparing the Leningrad GINKhUK with its Moscow counterparts, one
of the main features which characterized the specific identity of the Leningrad
institute was its Organic Culture. Tatlin, Filonov and Malevich were all active
at GINKhUK, but only Matiushin’s department bore the name Organic.
Matiushin formulated a theory of Organic Culture, heavily indebted to his
deceased wife Elena Guro. The Department of Organic Culture was the most
ambitious one in the institute. Organic Culture had a number of connota-
tions: wholeness, sharpening of senses, growth, nature as the basis for
research. In his texts Matiushin consistently supports the idea of unity. He
insistently rejected a fragmented and disintegrated experience of the world.
This holistic view was basic for Matiushin. All phenomena and objects
belonged together. As a painter and musician, his way of expressing this was
by way of music and paint. And as a child of his time, he wanted his findings to
become available for the masses – the masses he had himself come from. As a
professor of the Academy of Arts, he wanted to share his knowledge in order
to create a new kind of citizen in a new society. 

Matiushin did not advocate any break with tradition, as was the case with
many of the avant-garde artists. Instead, he considered different schools of art
to be all linked to each other in an evolutionary way, comparable to biology
and zoology. “Formulas” from earlier art were to be used in the new “alpha-
bet” of art. 

The goals for GINKhUK research were manifold. First of all, a common
language had to be established in order to explain the new art in a way every-
body could understand; secondly this language should communicate beyond
its own narrow group to other fields of art – a ”universal language”. And lastly
but not the least: Painting was to rise from being merely a craft to becoming
more prestigious through its connection with science in the vein of Leonardo
da Vinci, who defined the close relationship between painting and mathemat-
ics. 

This belief in a ”universal language” was rooted in the tradition of enlight-
enment. In the vein of Diderot’s Encyclopaedia it was believed that the world
could be illuminated, explained and changed, ideas that were organically con-
tinued in the Marxist worldview. This conviction that everything in nature
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can be systematized and organized, was crucial for the worldview of
GINKhUK and its goal of making a grammar of art, to be compiled from the
findings from all departments. It was considered more important to formu-
late art phenomena in terms of nomothetic general laws, than to present
unique events ideographically, as do the humanitarian sciences with historical
events or single works of art. Instead, general applicability was seen as essen-
tial. These results should then be put into real life practice, with design and
architecture as the concrete benefactors of the theoretical research. 

The aim was to define a basis for a new art theory system to be applied in
design and architecture, and colour was one of the important elements to con-
sider. The new design and architecture was to be practically elaborated in
order to find concrete application in everyday objects available to everybody.
The way to do this was by forming a synthesis between different art forms and
science, which the “Artist-Engineer” would apply in practice. The ultimate
aim of the institute was to create a new kind of human being living in a socie-
ty which looked at things differently – reconstructed by modern architecture
and design. This is the context in which Laws should be seen.
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4. Presentation of Matiushin’s
Colour Handbook of 1932

But without a comprehensive view of the whole of our theory, 
the ultimate object will not be attained. 

Let the artist penetrate himself with all that we have stated.
goethe, theory of colours 1810

This chapter is an analytic presentation of Matiushin’s The Laws Governing the
Variability of Colour Combinations – henceforth Laws or occasionally Colour
Manual and translated into a contemporary colour language. In this chapter,
I primarily use explicit material from Laws itself. Unpublished accounts are
considered only if they clarify parts that would otherwise have remained
obscure. The pages referring to Laws in the footnotes are applicable both to
the Russian and English texts in Appendix A and B at the end of this book,
where a colour terminology list is also provided. 

This chapter commences with examples of other colour systems, provided
to put Laws into perspective, followed by an explanatory survey of the most
important colour phenomena discussed in Laws. I will shed light on
Chevreul’s approach to colour contrast, insofar as his method has many simi-
larities to those of Matiushin, and also because his results are largely still valid
today.1Then I will proceed to account for different positions on the ontology
of colour and phenomenology, my understanding of colour, method of analy-
sis and certain problems I met with during my investigation of Matiushin. 

The focus of this chapter is colour. Aspects concerning politics (Ender’s
foreword) and the Extended Visionwill be specified later in separate chapters.
The presentation of Laws includes a chronological summary of the text, an
analysis of the Colour Charts, their manufacture and principles, the Colour-

1. In spite of the fact that colour contrasts have been much disputed recently in the colour
world, as for example at the conference Color in Its Surround arranged by Inter-Society
Color Council, Savannah, Georgia, USA, February 19–21, 2000.
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Form Charts, and their importance to architecture and design. I compare
Matiushin’s theories to other theories which were of importance to him:
those of Chevreul, Ostwald and Kandinsky. Since Ostwald was openly criti-
cized in Laws, he will be discussed at some length here. Finally, the colour-
sound interrelation is briefly commented on, to be looked at more closely in
the chapter following.

Laws as a colour system

Colour systems can be divided in many different ways. From the 19th century
colour has mainly been systematized on the basis of three different principles:
Colour systems based on the mixing of pigments (so-called subtractive colour
mixture); colour systems based on the mixing of light (additive colour mix-
ture) and thirdly, colour systems based on colour perception.2 Like Goethe,
Chevreul, Hering, and Rood, who established that colours belong to the eyes
(or as later discovered: cerebral processes),3Matiushin’s way of thinking drew
him into the third group, where investigations are based on perception.

Colour phenomena in Laws

Before turning to the concrete colour samples, we shall first take a brief look at
some colour phenomena fundamental to the understanding of Laws. Among
the most important colour phenomena, given a lengthy description in the text
(four pages of thirty), are laws of complementary colour contrast which also
serve as a point of departure for a large part of the Colour Charts.4 Comple-
mentary colour contrasts was nothing unique for a group of artists to concern
themselves with. The Matiushin group at the Department of Organic Culture
was well aware of this: “From any elementary book of physics we know that if
we look for a certain time at a black square, and subsequently move our gaze
to the ceiling […] a lighter square appears. After a red spot (circle), a light-
green circle appears in the neutral field”, Boris Ender reported in an article
which described the laboratory observations at the Department.5 The first to
put this knowledge into words, was Michel-Eugène Chevreul. 
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2. Derefeldt 1991 pp. 218 ff. and 1994 p. 34.
3. Goethe 1810, Chevreul 1839, Hering 1875, Rood 1879.
4. Laws pp. 15–19.
5. Boris Ender RGALI f. 2973 op. 1 ed. khr. 8 list. 2.
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Chevreul and the Law of Simultaneous Contrast

As director of the dyeing workshop at the royal tapestry workshops in Les
Gobelins in Paris, the chemist M. E. Chevreul (1786–1889) began investigat-
ing visual colour effects after customers complained about what they thought
to be the poor quality of the dyes, especially of black, which seemed weak
when used for shadows in bluish draperies.6Chevreul knew that a colour field
of any hue is surrounded by a halo of its complement and conducted empiri-
cal observations by juxtaposing differently coloured wools to see how the
contrasts changed the colour appearance in different combinations. Analo-
gous laws of nature were also noticed: for example when crossing a meadow,
a greyish footpath appeared reddish next to the green grass.7 In 1829, after
many years of observations, Chevreul defined the Law of Simultaneous Con-
trast, published ten years later as De la loi du contraste simultané des couleurs et
de l’assortiment des objets colourés considéré d’après cette loi:8 “If we look simulta-
neously upon two stripes of different tones9 [intensity] of the same colour, or
upon two stripes of the same tone of different colours placed side by side, if
the stripes are not too wide, the eye perceives certain modifications which in
the first place influence the intensity of colour, and in the second, the optical
composition of the two juxtaposed colours respectively Now, since these
modifications make the stripes appear different to what they really are, I use
the term simultaneous contrast of colours”.

Described in terms of circles instead of stripes, the results of the observa-
tions are:

“The Red circle tends to colour 
the surrounding space with its complementary Green. 

The Green circle tends to colour the surrounding space Red. 
The Orange ” ” ” Blue.
The Blue ” ” ” Orange.
The Greenish-Yellow ” ” Violet.

6. Chevreul § 939. Biographical data: see Birren 1981 pp. 5–35 and Chevreul 1839 & 1981
§ 939–957.
7. Chevreul 1839 and 1981 § 185–225, 939.
8. The Law of Simultaneous Contrast was presented to the Academy of Sciences in Paris in
1829, and published in De la loi du contraste simultané des couleurs et de l’assortiment des objets
colourés considéré d’après cette loi in 1839. Chevreul was aware of Buffon’s definition of the
same law in 1743, but the value of Chevreul’s work was in his great amount of concrete
observations. For a discussion of Chevreul’s theory in French painting see Dorra 1994 pp.
161–164 and p. 343; Homer 1964 pp. 20–28.
9. Chevreul’s term “tone” would today be substituted by either intensity, purity or bright-
ness, according to Birren 1981.



The Violet ” ” ” Greenish-Yellow.
The Indigo ” ” ” Orange-Yellow.
The Orange-Yellow ” ” Indigo.”10

From there on it became possible to systematize the intensification or weak-
ening of neighbouring colours by way of contrast, and to mix and apply dyes
to produce an appearance of intensity instead of restlessness and tarnish. This
was of major economic value for the weaving industry. Already in 1840 the
book was translated into German, and in 1854 into English. No Russian trans-
lation has been published. Inspired by embroidery stitches and stripes of
threads in textiles, the impressionists and pointillists realized the importance
of Chevreul’s law. Chevreul’s popular treatise described how knowledge of
colour phenomena could be used in concrete objects such as paintings, woven
tapestries, carpets, mosaics, glass windows, textile and paper prints, which
inspired Eugène Delacroix, Pisarro, Seurat and the Delaunays. Instead of the
glazing technique used by the old masters or the dependence on pure pig-
ments in order to achieve colour brilliancy, they juxtaposed pure colours
directly from the tube either as brushstrokes or small dots to be mixed in the
retina of the viewer’s eye. One individual who spread still further the lesson of
Chevreul to painters was Ogden N. Rood (1831–1902), whose Modern Chro-
matics appeared in English in 1879 and two years later in French (no Russian
edition). With the Chevreul-inspired impressionists and post-impressionists
and Rood’s “/c/olour is a sensation existing merely in ourselves”, the finished
painting moved from the canvas to the observer, from the object to the eye.11

Matiushin continued this tradition. 
As experienced painters, Matiushin and his assistants were well aware of

colour contrasts, but due to his painstaking experiments it was Chevreul who
was discussed. Chevreul’s name was not explicitly mentioned in Laws, but a
number of lectures on him were given at the Department of Organic Cul-
ture.12 It was especially Maria Ender who examined Chevreul and presented
his ideas via an essay and several lectures.13 In addition to the theoretical pre-
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10. Chevreul 1839/1981 § 43.
11. A physicist and specialist in physiological optics, Rood still had the ability to explain and
illustrate optical phenomena, including colour, in a way which laymen could understand.
His approach was that sources for colour phenomena were visual rather than physical, an
approach to which artists could relate. Rood became very influential with the French neo-
impressionists and impressionists who already knew the theories of Chevreul. Quotation
from Rood 1973 p. 13.
12. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 delo 48 list 19–19ob and list 32ob.
13. In Maria Ender’s unpublished text “Colour and colour combinations” from 1927,
Chevreul served as the reference for her argument on the relativity of colour, see Maria
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sentations, a variety of practical experiments on contrasting effects resulting in
afterimages were carried out in the Laboratory of Colour.14

Complementary colours

One established definition of afterimages used by Normann, Perlman & Hal-
lett (1991) is: “An after-image is a visual illusion which elicits the sensation of a
visual experience even after the real stimulus has been extinguished.”15This is
true for the successive contrast that occurs when one has looked at a strongly
coloured object for some time, and the look is then turned to a differently
coloured field. If this field is neutral in colour (grey, white) the resulting
colour is ‘reversed’ to the initial stimulus, and is called “complementary”. Suc-
cessive afterimages also emerge when the receptors in the retina are briefly
exposed to strong light stimulation. The contours of the afterimage initially
have the same shape as the original stimulus but fade and become more dif-
fuse with time. With colour, if the stimulus is red, the afterimage will be
inverted and take the colour of its opposing complementary colour green
(yellow becomes violet; blue becomes orange etc.).16 The colours then con-
tinue to change as the afterimage fades away.

In simultaneous contrast, adjoining colours change to become increasing-
ly different. The contrast between them increases. These effects include hue
contrast and lightness contrast. The effect of simultaneous contrast is that
both change. Either the apparent lightness and hue change into the ‘opposite’
of the surrounding field (a grey field next to a red field becomes greenish, as
described above), or their visual appearance is strengthened (if two grey fields,
where one is lighter than the other, are juxtaposed, the light field becomes
lighter and the dark field becomes darker).17 In addition to afterimages, there

Ender 1927a. In 1924 and 1925 she presented Chevreul’s regular dependence of two con-
tiguous colours in a number of lectures at GINKhUK “On the book of Chevreul”, “The sig-
nificance of Chevreul for the research of artistic culture”, “On Chevreul’s law of simultane-
ous contrast in relation to the principle of extended vision” and “The principle of the spec-
tral circles of Chevreul and Ostwald”. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 delo 48 list 19–19ob and list
32ob.
14. For illustrations of various experiments, see Matjuschin 1991, Cat. no. 67–98 and
Organica 1999 pp. 190–207.
15. Normann, Perlman & Hallett 1991 p. 158.
16. There are a number of ways of defining complementary colours, and the effects of the
various methods give slightly different results. For further discussion on this, see Green-
Armytage 1995a and 1995b, Hård 1985, Wilson & Brocklebank 1955.
17. The evolutionary intention of contrast effects may be to sharpen the perception of bor-
ders between objects and their surrounding. However, the function of colour contrasts is
vigorously debated at the moment, cf. footnote 1.



are a number of other ways to make complementary colours appear and to
define them: by coloured shadows, polarised light, additive and subtractive
mixing and diametrically opposed colours in a colour circle. 

What method did Matiushin use to develop complementary colours? One
method he used to make afterimages appear was by “closing the eyes immedi-
ately after the colour-forms had been observed”, i.e., successive afterimages.18

Another was by repeating Chevreul’s observations with a red circle on a light-
grey, neutral screen, causing flashes of bluish-green colours around the circle.
The simultaneous afterimage Matiushin calls “colour reflex in the eye”.19

How does Matiushin define complementary colours? “Complementary
colours are colours which in optical mixture give white colour”, according to
Matiushin.20 This definition is problematic. Firstly, optical mixture using a
spinning disc with coloured papers, circle rotating so that one single colour is
seen, cannot produce a mixture which is lighter than the participating colours.
The same applies if the optical mixture is made with the paint application in
the manner of the pointillist painter Seurat, who with his separate dots strived
for the colour mixture to take place on the retina. Instead of the brilliancy-of-
colour appearance that Seurat obviously wanted, a dull effect was produced.21

If the colours are complementary, the single colour tends towards grey. An
additive mixture on the other hand, with coloured lights, could result in a
colourless projection. 

Ontology of colour 

Afterimages have a floating character and do not appear attached to the
objects. Normann, Perlman & Hallett described afterimages as “illusions”, as
in the definition quoted above. But we do see them, so they must exist some-
where. But where in fact are they to be found spatially? With their origin in the
visual process in the eye of the perceiving subject, they appear not to exist in
the external world: only in the visual processes which take place in ourselves.
Does this mean they are only “subjective” experiences that have no relation to
the “real” world? Here we come to an issue, defined as “the problem of colour
realism”, of eternal and recent concern for many colour philosophers: Do
colours exist in the external world or are they a projection? Are objects in the
physical world coloured? Different standpoints on the ontology – the locus of
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18. Laws p. 15.
19. Ibid. pp. 17–18
20. Ibid. p. 15.
21. For the optical mixture of the French impressionists and pointillists, see Reuterswärd
1952, Kemp 1990 pp. 306–319, Albert-Vanel 2002.
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colour experience – can be subdivided into the dispositionalists, the physicalists,
the primitivists and the eliminativists.22

The dispositionalists state that certain objects have certain properties that
are inclined to produce dispositions to look, for example, green.23To the phys-
icalists colours are physical properties, which in a selective way reflect different
wavelengths of light; i.e. a “blue object” absorbs the long rays and reflects the
short ones, and therefore comes to appear ‘blue’.24 This is a physicist’s way of
explaining colour vision based on light. The primitivists and the physicalists
agree that objects have colours, but the primitivists hold the view that colours
and physical properties are identical. The eliminativist standpoint is that
although physical objects seem to be coloured, this is only an illusion. The
belief here is that no physical objects are coloured: the colour we experience is
solely the result of sensory processes.25 For those with normal vision, this
might at first seem a ridiculous statement, but a quick consideration of how
the world appears to the colour blind, would probably change any presump-
tion just as rapidly. 

So how would Matiushin answer the crucial question of colour realism:
Are physical objects coloured? The way I understand him, the answer to this
question would be “No”. Or in his own words: “There is nothing real outside
ourselves […] therefore we can be certain of nothing except the ’images in our
mind’.”26This means that Matiushin has a phenomenalist view on reality, and
that he believes colour is a projection from the visual processes onto the exter-
nal world. 

My methods of interpreting Matiushin and difficulties arising 

When I talk about colour, I do not have pigments or wavelength in mind. I
talk about experienced colour, i.e., about the “red”, “yellow” and “green” which
we see. When explaining the colour charts, my method is based on a phenom-
enological approach. This means I have made use of my own perceptual expe-
riences in what I have seen without a neurological or psycho-physiological
explanation to explicate why certain phenomena occur. This way of describing

22. For articles on these different views, see Byrne & Hilbert 1997. For a discussion on the
ontology of colour see also Maund 1995 and Hardin 1988 pp. 59–112. For “subjective colour
phenomena” Kaiser & Boynton 1996 pp. 33–57.
23. Byrne & Hilbert 1997 pp. 137–177.
24. Ibid. foremost chapters 1, 4, 14 and Sällström 2001 pp 25–26. Representatives of this
view are J. J. C. Smart, Sydney Shoemaker and Byrne & Hilbert.
25. In the tradition of eliminatism we find Galileo, Descartes, Locke, Hardin and Maund.
26. Matiushin 1913 p. 34.



the results of visual impressions reflects the current use of the term phenome-
nology in colour science today.27 I have also studied the colour combinations
in the colour charts in a light booth with simulated daylight, to achieve a stan-
dard situation for observations.28 The charts have additionally been coded
into the NCS-system by a spectrophotometer, which has given me the exact
content of whiteness, blackness, yellowness, redness, blueness and greenness
of each plate.29Matiushin’s colour charts were handmade. Hence they do not
appear identical, but differ slightly in intensity. The charts I have worked with
belonged to Valida Delacroix.30As a member of the colour brigade who made
the charts, her copy must be considered as fulfilling the intentions of the
group.31

Problems in the nomenclature of Matiushin’s terminology 

I will keep to my visual impression in my analysis of Matiushin’s charts. This
includes a description of them in visual terms, but not in terms of how they
were made (which is the way Matiushin himself describes them). Matiushin
does not always differentiate between colour and colorant in his account and
uses the same word for both, despite the fact that the terminology for this
exists in Russian: “tsvet” – ‘colour’ and “kraska” – ‘colorant’ or ‘paint’.
Matiushin uses “tsvet” throughout. Lack of distinctions in terminology often
reflect a vagueness in thinking. This also appears to be the case here.
Matiushin sometimes fails to differentiate between how the colours are made
and how they appear. In his description he moves unproblematically between
colorants and colour percepts.32 Where his intention is clear but not his
vocabulary, I have redressed this in my translation. Otherwise, I have kept
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27. On the phenomenological method in colour observation, see Maund 1995 pp. 174ff,
Gibson 1950, Byrne & Hilbert 1997, Derefeldt 1991 pp. 222–224, Tonnquist 1995 pp. 7f and
Fridell Anter 2000 pp. 53f.
28. The daylight-simulating light booth had a colour temperature of approximately 6500K,
grey-neutral inside NCS s 2500-n, which is the standard recommended by the International
Lighting Commission, CIE, and the International Standardization Organization, ISO, for
light sources where coloured material is to be examined.
29. I am greatly indebted to Hans Norén at the Scandinavian Colour Institute in Stock -
holm for these measurements.
30. I am highly indebted to Iurii Bobrov, headmaster of the Academy of Arts, SPb, for
showing me his trust and making the AKh Library copy available to me.
31. Naturally, some colours could have changed with time. This might be the case with 7A.
The others have remained more or less stable, due to their not having been exposed to light,
but having been folded together. See also footnote 74.
32. Laws pp. 26–30.
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Matiushin’s terminology. The problematic term ‘saturation’, for example,
means both ‘saturated with pigments/colorants’ or ‘chromatic intensity’.
When Matiushin’s intention is not crystal clear, I keep to his terminology, in
this case ‘saturation’ (nasyshchennost).33

The description of his experiments

Another issue with Matiushin is that the basis for his explanation in Laws is
the colour charts, which obviously are painted surface colours. And here,
although his observations concern perceived colour, the explanations refer to
light.34 However, from an unpublished article with appendices to Laws, it
becomes clear that he is aware of the differences.35 In Laws, the colour phe-
nomena are explained in a “physico-physiological” way, which according to
Matiushin, is what the artist requires to know.36 What the experimental con-
ditions exactly looked like for each case is not always defined. It is also some-
times difficult to understand the difference between the illustrations and the
experiments in Matiushin’s descriptions in Laws. Sometimes the background
“screen” is “neutrally light grey”, sometimes it is “strongly contrasting”, and
sometimes it is a “perimeter screen”.37 I believe this is a consequence of includ-
ing experiments not illustrated in Laws. As far as the charts in Laws are con-
cerned, however, it is probable that the majority have been developed with a
“neutral screen”. Matiushin decided that “neutral grey paper” should pasted
on to a screen.38 It is possible that meant the cheapest and most available
paper he could find, which means rolls of non-bleached light-brownish-grey-
ish wrapping paper. I will return to this later. 

preparations for laws 

The concrete research that resulted in Laws began, as already stated, at
GINKhUK in 1923. The larger part of the research had been completed
already by 1926/27, but organization of the material was still to be done. Three
important events took place as the end-product took shape. In late 1925
Matiushin participated together with the other GINKhUK-departments in

33. Ibid. pp. 27–30.
34. Ibid. pp. 17–18.
35. Matiushin 1931a pp. 31–33.
36. Laws p. 25.
37. Ibid. p. 17, p. 15 p. 26 and p. 27.
38. GINKhUK protocol October 15, 1925 TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 37 ob.



an exhibition arranged under the auspices of Glavnauka.39 This gave
Matiushin the opportunity to show his colour experiments to a larger audi-
ence, and to meet and consider external criticism. The second event was Male-
vich’s trip to Poland and Germany in 1927. For this Matiushin elaborated a set
of charts explaining his experiments.40

The third event was an exhibition in March-April 1930 at the House of Art
(Dom Iskusstva) at Nevskii Prospekt 86 in Leningrad. For this exhibition the
concept of the actual book was drawn up including a draft and a dummy.
About half of the material from the GINKhUK experiments, including colour
chart studies on colour-form perception and paintings, resulting from
Extended Vision, were shown. The exhibition was divided into the following
subsections: I: Investigations on colour and form including charts, colour-
theoretical material from laboratory observations, volumes painted in cold
and warm colours; II: Investigations of colour and form for practical applica-
tion “according to Mikhail Vasil’evich Matiushin’s method of Extended
Vision”.41 Participating in this exhibition were Matiushin and his students, for
the occasion calling themselves Collective for Extended Observation –
KORN.42 The exhibition lasted one month and was visited by almost 2 000
people. Matiushin wanted the exhibition to take place in a working-class area,
but instead they were offered the House of Art. The positive reactions from
the visitors and their asking when the Colour Handbook was to be published
was a real incentive to publish. “The free motion of voices in contemporary
music surpass the motion of colours in painting but these unusually beautiful
colour combinations could only result from animated observation”, was
Matiushin’s satisfied comment on the reactions from his diary-entry from
March 6, 1930.43

The text arrived at Lengorlit, the Leningrad organization for censorship, on
April 17, 1932. This was a nervous time for Matiushin. One week later, on April
23, the Decree on the Reconstruction of Literary and Artistic Organizations
was delivered by the Central Committee of the All Union Communist Party
with the direct result that all independent art groups were disbanded. The
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39. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 delo 48 list 39. Cf. Kapeliush 1976 p. 16 for Matiushin and
Glavnauka.
40. They are currently in the collection of the Stedelijk Museum. Prentenkabinet. Fund
Malevich doc. no. 1–13.
41. Programma vystavki KORN 1930g. [Programme of the KORN exhibition 1930], RO
IRLI f. 625, quoted from Povelikhina 1990 p. 212.
42. The students were N. Kostrov, E. Magaril, V. Delacroix, O. Vaulina, E. Khmelevskaia,
E. Astafieva, I. Val’ter, V. Besperstrova and T. Sysoeva.
43. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Mysli ob iskussve” Kostrov 1990 pp. 199–200 and
Nesmelov 1999.
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decree was essential for the proclamation of Socialist Realism as the only
accepted method for any artistic expression.44But thanks, among other things,
to inertia in effecting new directives from the centre through the administra-
tion, Laws was let through the censorship and publication permitted. On July
23, the text for Lawswas delivered for printing to Typography 21, Zvenigorod-
skaia Street 11 in Leningrad, by order from IZOGIZ, the State Publishers for
Fine Arts. After a text revision in 1931 the colour and form charts were executed
by hand, and the text was printed in 1932. From 1933 it was available in a limited
edition of 400 copies for specialists working within industry and art education,
and was quickly sold out.45 In the daily government newspaper Izvestiia, of
January 25, 1933, the following advert proclaimed: “in the near future
the colour handbook of m.v.matiushin will appear. the one
and only publication in  the soviet union. price 70 roubles” 
Lawswas the result of team-work with Matiushin as the initiator, visionary

and theoretical leader. The working group that he supervised consisted of two
generations of his students. The “artists brigade” which conducted the practi-
cal work of Lawswas a group of eight: Matiushin himself, Maria Ender and six
postgraduate students who had studied colour theory taught by Matiushin at

44. A centralized Union of Artists’ of the USSR was not founded until 1957. Until that
point the Committee for Art Affairs under the Council of USSR Ministers was in charge of
all questions concerning art, except cinema and architecture.
45. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Svomas”, Laws p. 11 and p. 25 and Kapeliush 1976 p. 11.

An advertisement in the daily journal Izvestiia from January 25, 1933 announces that: “M.V.
Matiushin’s ‘Reference Book on Colour’, the first and only edition in the USSR, will appear
in a few days. In the struggle to improve the quality of production this manual is essential
for all textile and porcelain factories, all producers of polygraphy and ceramics, lacquering
and construction industry, their corresponding scientific research institutes and laborato-

ries, as well as individual artists.” The price is 70 roubles.



the Academy of Art, and then continued as postgraduates at GINKhUK
across the Neva river.46 At GINKhUK they worked under the general guid-
ance of Matiushin in the Laboratory of Colour supervised by Maria Ender and
the Laboratory of Form with Boris Ender.47As a result of Matiushin’s deterio-
rating health, the actual supervision of the practical work with Lawswas taken
over by Maria Ender, Matiushin’s closest assistant and secretary. With her
more scientifically organised approach she and Matiushin supplemented each
other well. She was the one who was in daily contact with the colour brigade.
On the dummy for the cover by Valida Delacroix, Maria Ender’s name is
included, but for some reason it disappeared in the published version. In the
published book, “M. V. Matiushin” was indicated as the author on the hard
cover, on the front page of the text booklet, at the end of the whole text and on
each colour folder. Maria Ender’s name, however, is neither indicated on the
cover nor on the front page, but only inside the text, after her preface, on page
ten. The names of the “artist brigade” however, are indicated on the text book-
let and Matiushin pays his gratitude to them for also producing the colour
charts in the text.48
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46. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 72 l. 22.
47. Ibid. delo 48 list 37ob. Boris Ender however, moved to Moscow in 1926 and did not
take any part in the completion of Laws.
48. Laws. p. 25. On the last page of the booklet I.F. Titov is mentioned as the editor and Ia.
Io. Rublis as the technical editor. According to Nikita Nesmelov, Matiushin’s wife Olga
Matiushina insisted that the names of all the participants of Laws, should be indicated on
the cover, including the brigaders in order to “spread the responsibility” for the work.
Verbal communication, SPb 1995 cf. also Nesmelov 1999.

Dummy for the cover to Laws by Valida Delacroix. 
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design of laws

The text of Laws consists of 30 pages divided into three parts: A foreword of
seven pages by Maria Ender (pp. 3–10) followed by two chapters by
Matiushin with the headings “The Laws Governing the Variability of Colour
Combinations” (pp. 11–24) and “Explanatory Notes to the Colour Manual”
(pp. 25–32). The illustrations are one loose page with a black and white print
illustrating a “Table of Colour-Forms” – Tablitsa tsveto-form and four folding
booklets with the “Colour Charts” – Tsvetovye tablitsy. The text booklet, the
loose page with the form-charts, and the four folders of colour charts lie in a
pocket inside a red hard cover. Together with the chapter “Explanatory Notes
…” the colour and colour-form charts constitute the actual colour manual. It
aims to provide a concise presentation of the principles needed, according to
Matiushin, for practical colour application. 

text

“Foreword” In the preface by Maria Ender (pp. 3–10), Matiushin’s standpoint
as an artist and colour theorist is not only presented, but also evaluated. Ender

Participants in the KORN exhibition. 1930. 



criticises the German colour theorist Wilhelm Ostwald for his “mechanical”
way of adding isolated colours, and for his “Harmony = Order” as a “standard
for beauty”.49

“The Laws Governing the Variability of Colour Combinations” In the chapter
“The Laws Governing the Variability of Colour Combinations” (pp. 11–24)
Matiushin concentrates on the experiments and colour education at GINK-
hUK during the 1920s. He establishes the goal of the colour book to be “the
first step to defining the laws of interrelations in colour combinations” and
defines the experimental conditions to be “laboratory” observations. The gui-
ding working hypothesis is that visual perception rules the way we apprehend
colour and form. A summary of the physiology of the eye is followed by a
description of how the eye can be trained in order to attain Extended Vision, a
notion coined by Matiushin himself.50 Matiushin writes that all the observa-
tions resulting in the colour charts have been carried out with “central and
extended vision” on basic geometrical flat and volumetric forms painted in a
few clearly defined colours.51He describes the Extended Vision to be a combi-
nation of central (foveal) vision sensing colours and sharp contours in day-
light, and peripheral (retinal periphery) vision sensing light, darkness and
motion in evening light.52 Matiushin further describes the experimental con-
ditions as being based on the interaction between different colours, colour
and form, colour and sound, colour in isolation and colour in motion.53Then
the role played by simultaneous and successive afterimages of complementary
colours is given.54With the results achieved from the experiments, Matiushin
draws the conclusion that The Laws which Govern the Variability of Colour and
The Law of Complementary Form, the latter defined and coined by himself, are
of utmost importance in artistic practice.55

“Explanatory Notes to the Colour Manual” In the last chapter, “Explanatory
Notes to the Colour Manual” (pp. 25–32), Matiushin gives an explanation of
the Colour Manual. He describes the colour charts as “basic regular combina-
tions” which illustrate “the laws that govern the variability of colour combina-
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49. Ostwald will be discussed further on in this chapter and in chapter Contemporary Voices.
50. Extended Vision constitutes an important part of the theory, and will be further outlined
in the chapter following. 
51. Laws p. 15.
52. Ibid. pp. 11–15. 
53. Ibid. pp. 21–24.
54. Ibid. pp. 15–21.
55. Ibid. p. 19.
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M. V. Matiushin The Laws Governing the Variability of Colour Combinations. 
Colour Manual. Moscow and Leningrad 1932.
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Matiushin’s Colour Charts.
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tions”. These are, he says, intended to be used as a reference for professionals
working with colour within the colour industry, polygraphy and art-schools.
The aim is also to present a method for colour design and architecture. The
practical usefulness of the Colour Manual is stressed by its explicit purpose to
“overcome the gap between colour science on the one hand, and the require-
ments of practical work on the other”.56Matiushin himself realises that Laws is
only a small part of the enormous amount of work that is still to be continued.
In its present edition, he admits that it can only answer the most basic requi-
rements for artistic practice.57

colour chart appendix 

Manufacturing process

Russian printing technology in the early 1930s could not produce the more
than ninety different colours that make up the colour charts illustrating Laws.
The colour charts in the appendix were therefore made by hand.58 The charts
were made by six of Matiushin’s students of painting and colour theory. The
members of the colour brigade were Valida Delacroix,59 Irina Val’ter,60 Olga
Vaulina,61 Sofia Vlasiuk,62 Tatiana Sysoeva63 and Elena Khmelevskaia.64 The

56. Ibid. p. 25.
57. Ibid. p. 25 and p. 32.
58. Screen-printing (for example used for Josef Albers’ Interaction of Color 1963) first came
into use in the USA in the 1940s.
59. Valida Ernestovna Delakroa (1899–1972). A peculiar coincidence is that her non-Russian
sounding name “Delakroa” is the Russian transliteration of the French “Delacroix” of the
French painter and colour theorist Eugène Delacroix. According to Nikita Nesmelov, son
of Valida Delacroix married Nesmelova, the family has French ancestry, but so far no
genealogical research has been done. Private communication, St. Petersburg, autumn 1993.
60. Irina Vladimirovna Val’ter (1903–1993). Her great grandfather was a Norwegian who
built the mechanism of the Paulin clock in the Small Hermitage. She studied in Matiushin’s
Workshop for Spatial Realism 1923–1926. She was the brigade-member who participated the
least in the work on the colour-charts because of her extensive travelling. Verbal communi-
cation with Nikolai Kostrov, Leningrad January 1994.
61. Olga Petrovna Vaulina (1903–1996). Born in St. Petersburg. Studied 1921–1926 at the
faculty of painting at the Academy of Arts in Leningrad but did not finish her studies. Went
in 1927 with Valentin Kurdov and Nikolai Kostrov to the Altai Mountains to paint.
Daughter of the ceramic artist Pëtr Vaulin (1870–1929) who was a member of the IZO
Narkompros under David Shterenberg (1918–1919) and reorganised the Imperial Porcelain
Factory into the State Porcelain Factory of which he became a director.
62. Sofia Sergeevna Vlasiuk (1901–1942). Born in St. Petersburg, studied 1922–1927 at the
Academy of Arts in Leningrad, not completing her studies. Died during the siege in
Leningrad.



charts were manufactured under very primitive circumstances in the cellar of a
workers’ club “where rats ran around even during the day”.65After the papers
had been painted they were taken to the small apartment of Valida Delacroix
on Vasilyi Island, Line 4, No. 17, where the rest of the work was completed.
Due to financial problems, the initial idea was that the colour brigade should
do the binding of the charts as well, but Delacroix managed to engage a pro-
fessional bookbinder for the task.66

Whether the colour brigade used imported gouaches or Wilhelm Ost-
wald’s colour sets as standards and then bought their own pigments and
mixed the paint themselves, has not been possible to establish.67Traditionally
in Russia, paint was manufactured on a small scale in icon-painting work-
shops under old-fashioned circumstances or else imported from France, Eng-
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63. Tatiana Ivanovna Sysoeva (1893–1942). Born in St. Petersburg. Studied 1920–26 at the
Academy of Arts in Leningrad. When she finished her studies she started work with
Matiushin at GINKhUK. 
64. Elena Stanislavovna Khmelevskaia (1899–1992) Born in Luga, SPb District . Studied at
the Academy of Arts in Leningrad 1921–1926, where she received her diploma. Worked with
Matiushin at GINKhUK from 1926. 
65. Nesmelov 1999, Kostrov 1990 pp. 200–201 and Povelikhina 1990 pp. 213–214 describe
the setting for the manufacture of the charts, but without further details on how they were
actually made. Therefore an ocular examination of the colour charts magnified twenty times
with microscope was made. I am grateful to Björn Hallström and Dorritt von Arronett at
the Academy of Arts, Section for Materials and Restoration in Stockholm, for this exami-
nation. It resulted in the following reconstruction of the manufacturing process: Each chart
consists of three stripes, each painted with a spatula in a different colour. The paint is well
mixed and shows patches only in some of the plates. The pigments are granulous which
implies that they were mixed, not ground, and if ground then very little. The water-based
colorant is gouache bound with either dextrine or gum arabic. Gum arabic, traditionally
used a lot in Russia, makes the dried paint slightly glossy, which is the case with some of the
colour stripes; but most of the stripes have a non-glossy surface thus the adhesive here is
most likely flour-based dextrine. Each strip is painted in one colour, cut and glued onto a
thicker sheet of paper. Between the colour stripes and the sheet of paper, linen fabric is
glued, to enable the folding of the charts. Cf. footnotes 31 and 74.
66. According to Nesmelov, it was Delacroix-Nesmelova, his mother, who acted as the
leader of the colour brigade. Private communication SPB Summer 1995.
67. When Matiushin’s colour charts were manufactured, the Leningrad Artists Paints Plant
(Leningradsky zavod khudozhestvennykh krasok, today St. Peterburg Artists Paints Plant) had
not yet opened. It was founded in 1934 as the biggest paint factory in the USSR and Europe.
Engineers were sent to Western Europe to learn the chemical process of paint manufacture.
This knowledge was returned to Russia in order that similar paint could be manufactured.
The factory did not succeed in manufacturing a great deal in the 1930s and after World War
II it took quite some time before production started. In the 1960s and 70s the choice of
paint was large. Regulations on what chemical elements were allowed were not as restrict-
ed as in the West, which resulted in very poisonous, yet intense and colour-fast paints. I am
grateful to colour-consultant Natalia Skorodumova SPb for this information.
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land and Holland.68With the introduction of Ostwald’s colour atlas with 680
colours the situation changed. In the 1920s Ostwald’s was the first standard-
ized colour norm available in Russia, and his colour sets with a choice of 8
watercolours, Kleinchen, gained in popularity.69 Insofar as Matiushin’s colour
laboratory took interest in Ostwald’s ideas (will be discussed in more detail
later in this chapter) it is possible that they used his atlas for standardizing the
colours in the charts.70 However, it is unlikely they used Ostwald’s pigments
although they were on sale in Russia.71

Principles of the charts

The colour charts in the appendix consist of four separate folders with trichro-
matic combinations. In all, the colour manual presents 34 different colour
combinations with 90 different colour hues in 94 separately painted colour
stripes. The first three folders (I–III) contain eight plates each with a combi-
nation of three different colours: folder I no. 1–8, folder II no. 9–16, and fold-
er III no. 17–24. In the fourth folder there are six charts: IV no. 25–30. With an
additional movable middle strip /b/ in charts no. 28–30, these three charts
produce ten different trichromatic combinations. The total size of each chart
is approx. 123¬179 mm subdivided into three horizontal colour fields. The
uppermost field – /c/ is 71¬179 mm, the intermediate field – /b/ is 12¬179 mm
and the bottom colour field – /a/ – is 40¬179 mm., but since they were hand-
manufactured, small deviations may occur. Matiushin says that charts no. 1–8

68. From the firms Lefran, Winsor & Newton and the Dutch Tallens (the high quality
Rembrandt and the cheaper van Gogh).
69. Kleinchen contains eight chromatic colours: yellow, orange, red, violet, dark-blue, light-
blue, sea-green and leaf-green, and the achromatic colours pure white, bluish black, brown-
ish black and pure black. Kleinchen was sold by Ostwald’s own company Energiewerke, as
well as by Günther-Wagner who also sold sets of pastels and chalk in Oswald’s eight stan-
dard hues. Leopold Richter 1927 pp. 133–134 and Kravkov 1926 p. 9. In addition to the actu-
al colorants, Ostwald’s Farbkunde, translated into Russian in 1926, presented detailed infor-
mation on how to mix and bind paints, giving notes on chemical contents, grinding of pig-
ments, binders, grain size, etc, see Ostwald Farbkunde 1923 pp. 170–248; Tsvetovedenie 1926
pp. 134–164.
70. In a protocol from a meeting at the Department of Organic Culture, dated October 24,
1925, Matiushin suggested a cylinder to be painted in darker tones “according to Ostwald”.
TsGALI SPb f. op. 1. d. 48. list 38. Whether Matiushin used the atlas with 2500 or 680
colours is not clear, but 680 is more likely.
71. As far as the actual pigments are concerned Boris Ender complained about the poor
quality of the colorants in the colour organ in a GINKhUK report from June 1926. When
visiting Leningrad University in 1926, Ostwald had to answer to this and thereafter left for
the factory in Hamburg to sort matters out. RGALI f. 2973 op. 1 ed. khr. 9.



(the uppermost folder) provide examples of eight principal colours.72We can
see them depicted in the bottom colour field of Matiushin’s charts, here
described with NCS codes in brackets:73 1a yellow (1070-y) is the first bottom
field from the left, 2a orange (0090-y50r) is the one next to it continuing
with 3a red (2080-y90r), 4a violet (4050-r40b), 5a blue (3070-r70b), 6a
light-blue: (5050-b10g), 7a green: (5050-b80g) and 8a yellow-green (1070-
g20y).74

Matiushin’s method of description, is that in the first colour folder (charts
1–8), the point of departure is a model in a ”principal colour”, which is
observed in a “surrounding field”. During the process of observation, the
”neutrally” coloured field is said to change its hue75 to become complementa-
ry to the principal colour.76 The process can vary however, depending on
whether the juxtaposed colours are very different, or similar.77The third com-
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72. Laws p. 26.
73. The codes of the Natural Colour System, NCS, for example the violet “4050-r40b” are
deciphered: the first two digits (in this case 40) denote the blackness, the following two
(here 50) denote the chromaticness, and the combination after the hyphen, the hue (here
r40b). Its blackness is 40, its chromaticness is 50, which means that the whiteness is 10. The
hue is violet with 40 % visual similarity to blue, and 60% to red. For further specification of
the NCS-codes, see Fridell Anter 2000 pp. 26–27 and pp. 271–275. 
74. Here it should be noted that the enumeration of the colour charts does not correspond
with the text (Laws p. 26). The text begins with 1) red and continues with 2) orange 3) yel-
low 4) yellow-green and with violet at the end. In the colour charts, however, the first prin-
cipal colour is yellow (1a), followed by orange (2a), red (3a), violet (4a) with green at the
end. The colours in the charts commence two steps on, but the order remains the same.
According to Matiushin, charts 4, 5 and 6 contain the colorant “golubets” which connotates
to “goluboi”, to which there is no direct correspondence in English, but light-blue, azurite
or mountain-blue (Oxford Russ-Engl. Dict. 1972/78) is close. The term “golubets” is a
rather solecistic term, and does not belong to the standard language (literaturnyi iazyk). It
was used among icon painters from the 12th century to indicate all blue colours. It implies
pigments containing azurite (blue basic carbonate either as a natural mineral or synthetical),
or ultramarine and lead-white (svinets-belila). If it is copper-based the colour changes and
becomes more greenish and ‘malachite-like’ with time. If the filling contains bone (che-
lochnaia sreda) it becomes successively greener. In the charts, the “golubets”-colour field:
folder I, chart 7, colour field a, is the only one of the “principal colours” which ‘falls out’,
i.e., seems of darker value in correspondence with adjacent colours and thus does not cre-
ate the balance asked for, possibly because it has darkened over time, cf. footnote 31 and 65.
Colour field /I:8a/ is according to Matiushin violet “aniline”, which is unlikely, since it is a
dye-stuff for textile rather than a pigment and is not colour-fast, but it could be madder lake
(fioletovyi kraplak). 
75. Laws p. 26.
76. Ibid. p. 28. 
77. Ibid. p. 27. The experiments resulting in the charts in Laws seem to have been made with
a neutral colour surrounding, although alternative backgrounds did occur in the observa-
tions. Maria Ender described experiments made at GINKhUK, where a yellow model was 
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ponent is a “linking intermediate colour” which, according to Matiushin, is to
produce a perceptive “balance” of the two contrasting colours.78The goal is to
achieve “maximum expressiveness of the principal colour”.79 In a concrete
example, this could mean to “enhance the contrasting effect” of the combina-
tion.80

Charts in relation to experiments 

Matiushin states that the combinations of the colour charts were taken direct-
ly from an experimental situation in which eight differently coloured models
(infield) with similar rounded shape were placed in front of a neutrally
coloured field (surrounding field).81The object was to study the interrelation
between the colour of the model, i.e., the “principal colour” (a) and its “sur-
rounding field” (c) with an “intermediate linking colour” as a third compo-
nent (b).82 In the colour charts, the principal colour is represented by the bot-
tom field, and the neutral surrounding by the upper colour field. The eight
principal colours are the colours of a rounded model used in the experiments
and are represented as the bottom stripe in the uppermost folder (Folder I
charts 1–8a). The reading of this is confused by two aspects where text and
charts do not correspond: Firstly, what Matiushin actually describes in the
text is the experiments (with a round infield in a surrounding field) and not
the charts where the contrast effects are presented in stripes. The scant infor-
mation on the upper field of the charts actually being the “surrounding
screen” of the experimental situation, derives from the title page of the fold-
ers. Secondly, he begins his enumeration of colours with red, whereas the
charts begin with yellow.83The principles of the colour descriptions do corre-
spond however. 

Matiushin’s description of the structural basis for the colour charts is that

observed with a dark blue surrounding, and then a violet with the same surrounding, Maria
Ender 1934 p. 10. 
78. Laws p. 28. 
79. Ibid. p. 26.
80. Ibid. p. 29.
81. Matiushin does not define the exact hue of the “neutral field”, but it seems to have been
light-grey. Cf. the problems in the nomenclature of Matiushin’s terminology and descrip-
tions of his experiments in the beginning of this chapter. 
82. Laws p. 26. The three colours in each combination are called “osnova” = “principal” or
“main” colour (a), “stsepliaiushchii”, “srednii” or “promezhutochnyi tsvet” = “intermediat-
ing” or “linking colour” (b), and “okruzhaiuschaia sreda” which is the “surrounding field”
or the “screen” (c). 
83. Laws p. 26 ff.



they are constructed on the principles of contrasts resulting from laboratory
observations.84 The basic interrelationship between the colours in the first,
second and third folders, is that the principal colour (a) is complementary or
almost complementary with either the uppermost field (c) or with the link
(b).85 The influence of the principal colour results in the neutral field assum-
ing its complementary coloured contrast. One of Matiushin’s clearly present-
ed examples is a red coloured circle on a “light-grey screen”. Firstly, bluish-
green colour “flashes from the sides of the circle”.86 This image we recognize
from Chevreul’s description of simultaneous contrast, given earlier. In
Matiushin’s case, however, this is only the beginning. After the desired results
from, for example, the red circle producing a greenish afterimage painted in
the charts, new processes begin. After the first time period “new changes
occur”. One of these changes is that the whole screen will darken, and lose its
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84. Ibid. pp. 15–19.
85. Except charts 8, 16 and 24.
86. Laws p. 17.
87. Ibid. pp. 17–18. One other possible way of continuing the observation, would be to
observe two circles “widely apart”, Laws p. 15. 

Examples of coloured model in various observation 
positions. Matiushin 1926. GMI SPb. 
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intensity. That is, if observation time is prolonged.87 In order to govern these
changes, Matiushin places a thin stripe of an “intermediate linking colour” (b)
between the bottom (a) and upper (c) colour fields.88

Looking at the concrete charts, we can see that folders II and III follow the
same pattern as the first folder. Folders II and III are also based on contrast
effects with a principal colour (a), a larger colour field (c) and a linking inter-
mediate (b). The difference between folders I–III is that the colours in the sec-
ond folder are lighter and in the third folder darker (with a few exceptions) in
comparison with the first folder.89 The folders result from observations,
Matiushin explains, where the lightness of hue in the second folder is the
result of a shifting of the eye from the principal colour to the neutral screen.90

In the third folder, the darker colours are said to result from the complemen-
tary colours that appear when the eyes are closed after the observation of a
principal colour.91

As I understand the charts in relation to the text, the message becomes
comprehensible only when we note that the charts illustrate the results of obser-
vations that have already taken place.92 At the same time the charts are to be
visually examined during a certain timespan (at least one minute) if they are to
produce the desired effects of the juxtaposed colours. In other words: the
charts illustrate but one step in a whole process by compressing many steps
into one image. They can be compared to snap-shots representing different
moments in a compound process extended in time. 

Without going into details of what each chart presents, the main principles
are as follows: The charts are the result of a viewing process. The point of

88. Laws p. 27. 
89. Ibid. p. 28. The exceptions are that the linking colour does not always correspond
between the folders. Some of the linking intermediates in folder three do not correspond
with folders one and two. For example, chart 22B in the third folder has a violet intermedi-
ate whereas the intermediate 6B in folder one and 14B of the second folder, are more brown-
ish, differences which could result from colour changes over time, but not necessarily. 
90. Laws p. 28. 
91. Ibid. Matiushin conducted his empirical work with numerous observations of differ-
ently coloured objects juxtaposed with hue and lightness slightly changed from one obser-
vation to the next. Experiments of “displacement” of complementary colours, i.e., succes-
sive contrasts, and their interrelations, are described in TsGALI Spb, f. op. 1. d. 48. list 31ob
and 32. Maria Ender gives an additional explanation to folders II and III. The second paler
folder is not only there to present the afterimage effect on a white background, but also to
present the fading outcome of colours observed in isolation without connection to their
surrounding. In the third folder the colours should be intensified as a result of observations
of a rounded model in motion included in a coloured surrounding. Maria Ender RGALI f.
2973 op. 1 ed. khr. 163 list 10–11. 
92. Which is somewhat confusingly described in Matiushin’s “explanatory text”.



departure is a rounded model with the “principal colour” (a) which is
observed in a “neutrally coloured field”. In the case of folder one this neutral
field seems to have been light greyish. The colour of the field then changes to
assume the colour “opposing” the “principal colour”. The colour which the
neutrally coloured field takes, Matiushin called the “accompanying colour”
(soprovozhdaiushchii tsvet).93 This “accompanying colour” is the comple-
mentary coloured afterimage that appears as a contrasting effect from looking
at the round model as the colour of departure. The colours shown in the
colour charts of the neutral surrounding in the upper, largest field (1c, 2c, 3c
up to 8c in first folder) are the colours which result from the observations
which have already taken place in the laboratory. The contrast effects of the
observations resulted in complementary coloured afterimages. Thus the bot-
tom field is the main fundamental colour which produced its complementary
coloured contrast in the neutrally coloured field. For example, when observ-
ing an orange coloured circle on a neutral grey screen, its afterimage appears
as a luminous turquoise, complementary to the orange. In the colour charts
this turquoise which, in the experiment, only appeared in the retina as a visual
illusion, is ‘made real’ by being painted with real material pigments in the
uppermost field of the charts.94 In other words, the perceived colour in the
visual processes, is translated into inherent colours consisting of material col-
orants of the charts. Naturally, lightness and other qualities change when visu-
al impressions are transformed into another medium, in this case paint and
paper, but at this stage of our investigation we concentrate on the hue.95

As I understand Matiushin, this would mean that the combination in the
first folder is constructed from simultaneous contrast effects, whereas folders
II and III result from successive contrast. In Matiushin’s words, folder II was
developed from successive contrast, where the gaze moved from the coloured
discs, to a neutral (white) surrounding on which the afterimages appeared.
For the third folder, the afterimages appeared when closing the eyes after a
coloured stimulus.96 The point of departure was thus one single model for
each of the eight charts in folder I, principal colour a 1–8. All the other colours
result from the process of observation and not from fields that were coloured
already when the observations started: Upper colour field, i.e., the surround-
ing field (c), linking colour (b) in folder I, and all three colours in the combi-
nations of folders II and III (II abc and III abc) are the contrast effects
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93. Laws p. 26.
94. Laws pp. 15–19 and chart 2.
95. For a detailed discussion on perceived and inherent colours, see Fridell Anter 2000. 
96. Laws p. 28. 
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resulting from the observation process. Following the definition already men-
tioned by Normann, Perlman & Hallett of afterimages being “illusions”, all
colours in the first three folders except the principal colours in the first folder
are “illusions” or “accidental colours” as Maria Ender called them.97 This is
confirmed in an (unpublished) addition to Laws, where Matiushin specified
that folders I–III “show the regular interrelations between colours where one
colour constitutes the stimulus”.98

Linking intermediate colour 

The colour charts consist of a combination of three colours. The first two,
“principal” and “neutral field” have already been described. The third compo-
nent, is the “linking intermediate colour”. To Matiushin, this was the most
important of the three. He believed it to be of great future importance: ”Any
colour can be linked by an intermediate colour. This fact, as deduced from our
experiments, is of prime practical importance and starts a new chapter in the sci-
ence of colours.”99 (Matiushin’s italics.)

In Laws, the “linking intermediate colour” is described as having a number
of tasks. It is to “harmonize colours which are out of key”, to “balance any
colours on a flat surface” and to “enhance the contrast effect” between differ-
ent hues by reinvigorating their intensity and purity.100

So what is the trick with the link? How is the linking colour formed? Is
there only one possibility for the coupling of two adjacent colour fields, or are
there many choices? Does it have features in common with either of the sur-
rounding colour fields. Does it share hue, lightness or chromatic intensity in
order to create the balance that Matiushin promises? Folders I–III present
experimental results from the laboratory, whereas the focus of Folder IV is on
applied building work. Let us turn to this folder and see how Matiushin
explained the role of the link with concrete examples. 

Charts in practice – Folder IV

Folder IV shows examples of combinations to be used on actual buildings.
Here the Colour Manual was to provide the knowledge necessary for colour
application with limited financial means.101 The economic aspect was of

97. Normann, Perlman & Hallett 1991, p. 158. and Maria Ender 1932 p. 5. 
98. Matiushin: “razdrazhitelem berëtsia odin tsvet”, Matiushin 1931a p. 12. 
99. Laws p. 28. 
100. Ibid. pp. 27–29.
101. Ibid. pp. 29–31.



course important in making the use of colour worth considering at all.
Matiushin specified that folders I–III, were not to provide recipes for colour
combinations to be used in practice, but “to show the regular interrelations
between colours”.102 Concrete suggestions for possible combinations were
given only in folder IV plates no. 25–30. In this way this folder is directly
linked with the “main purpose” of the Colour Manual “to be employed in
work on colour within the production field, for interior and exterior architec-
tural design, textiles, porcelain, wall-paper, polygraphy and other industries
[…] in an effort to surmount the gap between colour science on the one hand,
and the requirements of practical work on the other.”103

Folder IV has six charts, each with one principal colour (a) and one upper
colour field (c), but with additional movable middle strips (b) it produces ten
different combinations with three colours in each. “The fourth folder (IV)
shows examples of how colour combinations can be transformed from more,
to less saturated colorants, but at the same time keeping an unaltered expressiv-
ity, provided that the colour relations given in the folder are not changed. This
means that the combinations’ chromaticness can be intensified and strength-
ened, even if the component painted fields are impure when isolated.”104 The
purpose “to define the laws which govern the variability of colour combina-
tions […] should facilitate the creation of alternative combinations”.105

The poorer the quality of the colorant (defined by Matiushin as “less satu-
rated”), the larger the colour field required to produce the effect of strong
intensity. With knowledge of how dull colours can appear more intense, mon-
ey can be saved insofar as saturated colorants are generally more expensive
than colorants containing a lesser amount of, or weaker, pigments. He pro-
posed large areas of building facades to be lime-washed in strongly diluted
inexpensive earth colorants, intensified by small details (window frames, bal-
conies) painted with more expensive colorants such as oil paint. These small
colourful details would heighten the colour impression of the whole wall.106

Translated into the colour charts presented, the details are represented by the
linking colour, whereas the larger fields are represented by the upper and low-
er colour fields. Quantitative proportions of colours are very difficult to give,
Matiushin says, and therefore the colour charts can only indicate the quantita-
tive relations between the three colour fields in the combinations. The upper-
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102. Matiushin 1931a p. 12. 
103. Laws p. 25. 
104. Ibid. p. 29.
105. Ibid. p. 25.
106. Ibid. p. 29. As already notified, Matiushin confuses colorants and appearance in his
explanation. 
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most colour (the surrounding screen in the experiments) should be the largest
and the linking intermediate the smallest. “More important than the exact size
of the colour fields is the spatial sequence which should not be altered. The
linking colour must always be between the two others.”107The function of the
intermediate is to “link” the lower colour field (a) with the upper colour field
(c) and to balance them on the flat surface. In correlation with the proposed
colour charts, the linking intermediate colour (b) is always situated in
between the two other colours.108

The examples in the fourth folder are meant to show the great importance
of the intermediate linking colour for practical application where colorant
materials are limited. Matiushin: “Thanks to different linking colours, it is
possible to organize the most complicated spatial combinations and to
express volume within the flat surface, without using chiaroscuro. If we use
two different colours of similar lightness and saturation, an intermediate link-
ing colour can make the one prevail over the other or, on the contrary, give
them balance.”109

The explanations here are given in terms of what different effects similar
pigments have, depending on how they are combined. In plate 25a brownish
ochre (ncs:1020-y30r) has been chosen instead of a strongly chromatic yel-
low colorant and a whitened carbon black 25c (4005-r80b) acts as its sur-
rounding (looking bluishly grey), linked by a mixture of mummy and carbon
black 25b (3020-r30b) (appearing dully violet). The aim of this example is to
show that although the isolated colorants appear dull, together the combina-
tion gives an effect of intensity.110

In plates 28 and 29 Matiushin tells us that the “colour and spatial func-
tions” of the intermediate link are shown. In these charts, both upper and
lower fields are the same.111 This combination of light yellow ochre bottom
field 28a & 29a (1020-y30r) and whitened carbon black looking bluish
upper field 28c & 29c (3005-r50b) are, he states, often used in colour design
of buildings. The reason for this, he continues, is because such a combination
well accentuates the borders of different surfaces. Nevertheless, it also pre-

107. Ibid. p. 31.
108. Ibid. p. 27.
109. Ibid. p. 31. During this same period, but independently of Matiushin, the Dutch group
de Stijl also preferred details to be painted in strong colours, but limited themselves to the
primary colours red, yellow and blue with the larger colour fields in whites and greys. 
110. Laws p. 29.
111. That is, the intention of the experiment is to use similar surrounding fields for the link-
ing field. Spectrophotometrical measurement in fact shows that 28c is slightly darker and
redder than 29c, but the difference is marginal 28c (3005-r54b) and 29c (2605-r57b) and
does not change the outcome of Matiushin’s intention.



sented problems, since as soon as they are on the same plane these very same
colours “rupture the surface”. Here Matiushin promises that an intermediate
link would be the solution to preventing the rupturing and instead balance
the combination on the surface.112

Matiushin uses charts no. 28–29 to furthermore exemplify how the same
colorants can be given different characteristics. It is the linking intermediate
that is to enhance the differences.113 As already said, in these charts, both
upper and lower fields are the same. The only altering variable is the interme-
diate link which is not glued onto the chart as in the other examples, but
instead consists of two movable flapping stripes each, which allows the possi-
bility of viewing the charts with four different links. The four linking colours
(b) are light hues of blue, violet, green and pink. With a blue intermediate
(2005-b) the light yellow ochre 28a & 29a (1020-y30r) is to appear more
orange, becoming dominant, whereas with the pink link (1020-y80r) the
uppermost bluish grey field 28c & 29c (3005-r50b) should appear as the
most conspicuous colour. The violet (1020-r40b) and the green (1020-
g40y) intermediary links are to produce a balance between the light yellow
orange and the bluish grey.114

After a thorough examination of the charts, I agree with Matiushin that
the link does make a difference. In his description of charts 28 and 29,
Matiushin maintains that these examples prove that variation of the interme-
diate colour can modulate the relationship between adjacent colour fields. My
observations concur. In another of my observations, I used two colour fields
which correspond to the upper (c) and the lower field (a) of Matiushin’s plate
3 (plate three in folder one), i.e., one bluish-green 3c (4020-b90g) and one
red 3a (2080-y90r), colour fields which are roughly complementary. After a
short period of observation they would melt together with their individuality
and intensity completely lost. If an intense leaf-green intermediate link 3b
(1070-g20y) was placed between them, however, as is the case in Matiushin’s
plate, they do not blend, but kept their individuality. The link obviously
played an important role in this.115

The merging of different colour fields was an unwanted effect to
Matiushin from his point of view as colour practitioner. With the intense col-
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112. Laws pp. 29–30. The carbon black, “sazha”, used for lime washing houses probably was
technical carbon (tekhnicheskii uglerod), an inexpensive waste from oil and gas refining also
used as a filler in rubber for tyres. For their smaller-sized paintings artists usually made car-
bon black from ashes of burnt grape seeds and apricot stones.
113. Laws p. 30.
114. Ibid.
115. Proposed as “Simultaneous Vision of the Opponent Colours Red and Green Based on
Matiushin’s Colour Theory 1932”, see Tillberg 1998b. 



111Presentation of Matiushin’s Colour Handbook of 1932

orants as the expensive ones, and the dull ones the inexpensive ones, there was
no point in striving for colour interaction with colourless, greyish, results.
Here Matiushin’s goal was explicit. He wanted to produce a combination
with a “maximum of intensity and colourfulness”.116

Yet the concept of “linking colour”, crucial as it is in Matiushin’s colour
concept, is not defined with sufficient clarity; it tends to scintillate into many
facets. There does not seem to be any obvious system showing what proper-
ties the linking colour has to have in order to produce the result asked for. At
least there is neither any clear definition in Matiushin’s text, nor any obvious
correspondences between the different links and the various combinations;
other than its topological position having to be between two other colours,
and the fact of its always being the smallest field and placed between the other
colour fields.117 What components the linking colours should have to equip
them to fulfil the tasks he wanted is not defined. Matiushin described effects,
but not the causes. He provides certain hows, but no whys. 

Therefore I made some investigations into those variables of the links
which could possibly coincide. I carried out phenomenological observations,
as well as compared them with the ncs codes of the links.118The results show
the following correspondences between the colour fields in folder I: All upper
fields (c) have a hue close to the intermediate (b). The dominant characteris-
tic, for example “blueness” or “greenness”, relates. The lightness of the link (b)
either corresponds with the upper (c) or the lower stripe (a). The upper (c)
and lower stripe (a) in no cases have related hues. To sum up: The link is relat-
ed in some way, hue or lightness, to either of the adjacent fields. When it
comes to choice of a certain hue, however, the guiding principle seems to have
been artistic intuition.

Adjustments of retinal images

In his late auto-biography, Matiushin described the general problem of static
observation. The reason why the colours become dull and non-luminous, is
because when we look in concentration at something, we narrow our percep-
tion by excluding the whole surrounding field, looking only at one colour
spot. In this way, we deprive the colour of the richness it derives from its sur-

116. Laws p. 26. 
117. Ibid. pp. 26–31.
118. My phenomenological investigation was carried out in a booth with artificial daylight,
cf. footnote 28, and additionally in the medieval vaults (13th century) with red brick walls
and dim illumination of the reading room of the Nobel Library.



rounding. Matiushin says that via static observation, the same complementa-
ry colour which “animates” the colour, darkens it and makes it dull.119 Trans-
lated into modern terminology the term is stabilized retinal image.120 To
Matiushin the first afterimage was the intensification of the adjacent colours,
but if the colours were viewed just slightly longer, new effects would occur
(1st 2nd and 3rd time periods).121 In Lawswe have the example of what at first
sight seems like an ordinary description of simultaneous contrast of a red cir-
cle in a light-grey field, with bluish-green complementary flashing around it.
But with prolonged time of observation the bright red becomes darker and
the whole screen, including the green, turns into a dark-brown field.122 Here
Matiushin lengthened the time which e.g. Chevreul used for making the com-
plementary colour appear. Although not clearly argued for in Laws, according
to my observations, one way to avoid this darkening of juxtaposed colours,
would be through the linking intermediate colour, with its analogies in hue or
lightness to one or both of its contiguous colours, in order to neutralize the
injurious effects of the two complementaries. 

In Matiushin’s explanation, after the regular appearance of the green
around the red, a “third colour” is said to appear in the “neutral field”, prior to
the injurious effect occurring. The negative effect occurs when the intensity of
the red is lost and it instead becoms brown. It is, as Matiushin said, caused by
the complementary coloured bluish-green afterimage appearing in the visual
field “superimposed” upon the red circle.123 In an unpublished paper, Boris
Ender further specifies this observation, by stressing the importance of
observer attitude. If the observer is conscious of the constant (automatic)
motion of the eye, the third time period does not have to result in a darkening
of the colours but can instead “lighten” the combination. If the way of look-
ing is relaxed and natural, “displacement” of focus is permitted to take place,
instead of the brownish field both the red and the greenish complement
around it will remain, and the originally achromatic field will take on a violet
appearance.124Thus instead of one ‘dead’, brownish colour produced by star-
ing, three luminous colours result from the relaxed look. This is confirmed in
Laws, though with no mention of the violet.125 “Research has shown”,
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119. Matiushin 1933–34 p. 145. 
120. Cf. Kaiser & Boynton 1996 p. 402.
121. Laws p. 18.
122. Ibid. pp. 17–18. 
123. Ibid. p. 18. 
124. Boris Ender RGALI f. 2973 op. 1 ed. khr. 8 list 3–4. Undated but probably from
1924–25.
125. Laws p. 18. 
126. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 l. 20.
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Matiushin says, “that staring at one area kills its colours and forms”.126Now it
is a well-established physiological fact that the eye is always in slightly flicker-
ing motion, termed saccades.127What Matiushin wanted was to use this auto-
matic motion consciously. Although to know this should be of utmost impor-
tance to anyone working with painting and design, Matiushin complained
that even artists lack knowledge both of colour interrelations and the poten-
tiality of vision.128 Elementary knowledge of colour vision was therefore nec-
essary for the development of colour design. Matiushin’s example was that
before impressionism, the classicist artist looked fixedly on colour and form,
convinced that only a long duration of looking would result in maximum
strength and expression of the observed area “which was a serious and grave
mistake”.129He was also dissatisfied with his own inability to give a satisfacto-
ry explanation of how and in which order the succession of the appearing
colours came about.130

“No explanation has so far been given about how a third colour appears in
colour interrelations. But we constantly noticed this mysterious third colour
in our observations in nature. We did not succeed in this handbook in formu-
lating either the interrelation of colours with two or more colours, or the
quantitative interrelations of colours in colour combinations. All these ques-
tions I hope to investigate further and present in the following volumes of the

127. On the “mobile eye”, see Kaiser & Boynton, 1996 pp. 94ff.
128. Laws p. 11 
129. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 l. 20.
130. In Laws p. 18, he adds the complicating factor of also establishing the usual ”first” after-
image which takes varying time to appear depending on colour: The quickest afterimage to
appear is a blue-violet complementary to light yellow, followed by green producing a pink-
ish-red complementary and then orange producing a pale blue, and blue with a yellow com-
plementary colour. The pale blue-green complementary to red is produced even more slow-
ly and the slowest to appear from the observed colours was the complementary to violet,
which is green-yellow. 
131. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Mysli ob iskusstve” [Thoughts on art]. Goethe described
the appearance of one colour emerging after the other as the “after-vision” caused by a light
stimulus, i. e., successive afterimages. If after looking indirectly at sunlight (on white paper
through a hole in a wall to prevent eye damage, or using a lamp) you close your eyes, or
look with open eyes in a dark room, the afterimage shows up. “The middle of the circle will
appear bright, colourless, or somewhat yellow, but the border will at the same moment
appear red. After a time, increasing towards the centre, the whole circle is covered, and at
last the bright central point. No sooner is the whole circle red, however, than the edge starts
turning blue, and the blue gradually encroaches inwards on the red. When the whole is blue
the edge becomes dark and colourless. The image then becomes gradually fainter, and at the
same time diminishes in size. Here again we see how the retina recovers itself by a succes-
sion of vibrations following reception of the powerful external impression.” Goethe’s Theory
of Colours § 39 and § 40. This however concerns light stimulus and not reflected colour. 



Handbook.”131

It would have been necessary to carry out an enormous number of obser-
vations in order to determine the different stages of afterimage appearance,
but the unstable conditions and insufficient finances did not allow these time-
consuming observations to be made. 

Time as a relativizing factor

As we have seen already, for Matiushin, colours are always seen in a reference
situation where adjacent colours interact. He shared this basic principle with
Chevreul: In the same way as the Frenchman, the Laboratory of Colour in
Leningrad spent much time conducting empirical observations of afterimages
of different colour fields under various conditions. 

Like Chevreul, Matiushin also wanted to create colour combinations with
augmented intensity. However, although sharing the same basis of observing
complementary afterimage effects, Matiushin’s method differed somewhat
from that of Chevreul’s and they therefore reached different results. Both
Matiushin and Chevreul observed contiguous colours, but with the impor-
tant difference that Chevreul proceeded from two chromatic colours and one
achromatic (black or white), whereas Matiushin proceeded from one chromat-
ic (circle painted in a “principal” colour) and one achromatic (grey surround-
ing field), if we keep to Folders I–III.132

To Chevreul, the juxtaposition of complementary colours “is the only
association where the colours mutually improve, strengthen, and purify each
other without going out of their respective scales.” Analogous colours (blue
and violet for example) on the other hand, “injure” each other.133 For
Matiushin this was not so. As Matiushin sees it, colours would mutually
strengthen each other the greater their difference, but only for the “1st” and
“2nd period”. During the “3rd period” however, they would kill each other.134

To Chevreul’s two adjacent chromatic colours, Matiushin added a third “link-
ing” colour that was to produce a perceptual entirety of contrasting colours. 

In addition to the simultaneous contrasts, Chevreul briefly introduced the
“mixed contrast”. For example, by looking at a red until its complementary
green appears, and then looking away at a yellow, which becomes yellow-
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132. Chevreul § 908. Another difference was that Chevreul’s experiments were only carried
out on a flat surface, whereas to Matiushin the flat surface was only the starting point.
Further investigations compared differently coloured volumes. 
133. Chevreul § 845, § 847 and § 850. 
134. Laws pp. 17–18.
135. Chevreul §§ 81–97. 
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green by the mixture of the superimposed green.135 Translated into a more
contemporary language, Chevreul described a successive contrast, but instead
of moving the gaze to a “neutral” i.e., achromatic background, he proposed a
chromatic background. In his book Art et Science de la Couleur. Chevreul et les
peintres de Delacroix à l’abstraction, Georges Roque draws direct parallels
between Chevreul’s mixed contrast and Matiushin’s system as presented in
Laws.136As we have seen in my outline of Matiushin above, Matiushin started
from considering one chromatic and one achromatic colour. In the experi-
mental material to produce the colour charts of Laws, his focus is on the
appearance of new colours with one single colour as his point of departure,
rather than that of two or more chromatic colours as in the case of Chevreul.
From these conclusions, we can see that Roque’s argument to reduce
Matiushin’s system to Chevreul’s is not correct. 

interactions of form-volume-colour

In 1923 Matiushin launched what he called the Law Governing Complementa-

136. Roque 1997 p. 377. 
137. “Zakon dopolnitel’noi formy”. Laws p. 19 and TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 18–23.

Chart by Matiushin: Deformations caused by colour. Original form, first 
afterimage, second afterimage. 1916–27. Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam. 



ry Form.137 It was a supplement to the colour regularities concerning form. In
the same way that colour changes based on laws of simultaneous and succes-
sive contrast produced complementary coloured afterimages, this was a sug-
gested analogy with form and volume. 

Forms create contrasting forms

Matiushin’s Law Governing Complementary Form defines a process in which
observation of a straight line produces rounded forms while observation of a
curved line will produce forms with angles.138 In Matiushin’s view, forms fol-
low the same natural law as colours: they assume their opposite in order to
create an equilibrium. If colours produce opposing afterimages, forms do the
same. In experiments made in the colour and form laboratories at the Depart-
ment of Organic Culture, the point of departure was differently shaped
forms, some circles and some squares. Matiushin writes that after a certain
period of observation, the contours of the forms started to flicker and “we
noticed barely discernible displacements (sidewards, to the right, to the left,
upwards and downwards) which gave a psychological impression of undula-
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138. Laws pp. 19–21.

Matiushin. Chart of changes in form over time. Here results from 
observations are shown. Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam. 
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tion of the form […] i. e., the straight line was superimposed by a series of
small curved lines; the square produced clear concavities on the sides toward
the centre; the circle showed facets and angles”.139

In his text from 1913 Du Cubisme, Matiushin cited a passage from the Paris
pedagogues Albert Gleizes (1881–1953) and Jean Metzinger (1883–1956) whose
jointly written treatise on cubism is regarded as the first important exposition
of the theoretical principals of the cubist aesthetic.140 Matiushin’s interpreta-
tion of Gleizes & Metzinger is that “form possesses the same features as
colour”. He also underlines that colour and form “demonstrate the same char-
acteristics” in that forms are “modified or animated by contact with other
forms, they are divided or spread out, or multiplied”.141The artist ought to be
aware of these dynamic aspects innate in forms when composing a picture,
Matiushin claims. The conviction that colour and form basically follow the
same rules results in an argumentation in which he moves freely between laws
of colour and form. Straight becomes curved and colours become unstable
and “neutralize themselves with their complementaries to such an extent that
they become unrecognizable” he says in a GINKhUK report 12 years later.142

To Matiushin, this proved that forms of objects could not be separated from
their surrounding space, and the following law was defined: “Both form and
colour contain a law of simultaneous contrast. A form possesses three basic
units and three supplementary ones. The basic ones are: the Straight Line, the
Square and the Cube. The complementary ones are: the Curve, the Circle and
the Sphere. And vice-versa.”143

Interaction of colour on two-dimensional form

In addition to the Law Governing Complementary Form, Laws presented a
hypothesis for colour-form interaction establishing, in Matiushin’s words,
that “colour can change the shape of forms”.144 The appendix of Charts of
Colour-Forms, included in Laws, is an illustration of eight differently shaped
forms, said to represent the “natural form” of eight different colours: yellow,

139. Described in Laws p. 19 but without illustratation. 
140. Gleizes & Metzinger 1912. 
141. Matiushin 1913 p. 32.
142. “Explanatory minutes on the working plan for the Department of Organic Culture.”
(Ob’iasnitel’naia zapiska k planu rabot Otdela organicheskoi kul’tury). 1925–26. TsGALI
SPb f. 244 op.1 d.71 list. 21. 
143. M. Matiushin “Science in art” theses for a lecture 1927–27, as quoted from Povelikhina
1975/76 p. 68. The document should be found in RO IRLI fund 656.
144. Laws p. 19.
145. The form charts roughly correspond to the principal colours in folder number one (IA) 



orange, red, violet, blue, light-blue, blue-green and yellow-green.145 In the
experiments that resulted in the Charts of Colour-Forms, Matiushin described
the point of departure as eight circles in these eight basic colours.146 In the
same way as the colour charts, we have to understand these charts of colour-
forms as the result of a visual process. Circles began changing in various ways
depending on their respective colour, the results of which are illustrated in the
charts. The round form painted red has become somewhat horizontally flat
and slightly larger but has retained its rounded shape just as the yellow has
(vertically flattened). The orange has more or less retained its original round
shape. The bluish forms on the other hand, such as the violet, the light and the
dark and the bluish and yellowish greens, have developed edges and show
angular shapes. Matiushin defines the tendency as “the warm part of the spec-
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except that the “green” in the colour-charts is said to be “light blue-green” in the charts of
colour-forms. They are reproduced in black and white print only, with the colour-names
indicated in writing thus not presented as hand-painted originals in the same way as the
colour charts. No author of the charts of colour-forms is mentioned.
146. Laws p. 20. 

Charts of Colour-Forms from Laws. Black and white 
in the original. Author not indicated.
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trum (from red to yellow) has a tendency towards expansion and rounding of
shapes, while the cold part (from yellow-green to violet) tends to straighten
lines and form facets and angles”.147

In the charts of colour-forms in Laws, the forms are surrounded by a
brighter halo. As the illustration is a black and white print, we do not know
the colours except of those of the circles that are indicated in writing, the oth-
er colours can be merely guessed at. One possible interpretation is that the
brighter halo is a result of the simultaneous contrast effect “first complemen-
tary”, and the field the “second complementary”. Another suggestion is that
the form charts correspond to the colour charts, in which case the halo would
match the linking colour, and the surrounding field the uppermost field.
Matiushin defines this law thus: “Colour and form included in an extended
visual angle for a certain timespan regularly disclose their complemen-
taries.”148

Colour interaction in three-dimensional 
volumes in design and architecture

Matiushin stressed the importance of knowing the form-shaping properties
of colour when composing a painting, or designing an object or a house. “The
phenomenon of complementary form reveals the very nature of contrasting
form. In order to achieve stability or dynamism in composing a picture, this
knowledge of the complementary form is as essential as that of the comple-
mentary colour.”149

Matiushin was very interested in architecture. “The artist has to find his
way out of the flat surface of the painting to a volumetric-tactile constructed
image in colour”, he said.150 For architecture the colour-form interaction is
also of utmost importance – for flat surfaces as well as for volumes. In practi-
cal and theoretical training, the architect, engineer and artist “have to learn to
create their images of any constructed volume right from the start in a painted
condition” Matiushin pointed out in a text which added further aspects to
Laws (yet to be published).151 All the examples of colour-forms from Laws
show that “cold colours” display a tendency to form angles and “warm
colours” make angles lose their acuteness and additionally have the tendency

147. Ibid. 
148. TsGALI Spb f. op. 1. d. 48. list 40.
149. Laws p. 20. 
150. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Mysli ob iskusstve”. 
151. Matiushin 1931b, quote from p. 1. 
152. Laws p. 31.



“to change either vertically or horizontally.”152 According to Matiushin, all
these phenomena must be taken into account in colour design. Colours
should not be chosen at random and should be as important a factor as all oth-
er construction elements such as form and material. The artist-constructor
should incorporate the colour scheme from the very beginning of planning,
not at a later stage when overall structure can no longer be influenced.153

The form-shaping properties of colour, decisive in painting, were useful in
all kinds of colour practice and when the Laws of Complementary Colour and
Form had been identified, the artist-designer-architect could control the
applied colours by various combinations and avoid unwanted effects. To prac-
tice visual alertness towards colour and form, experiments were made at
GINKhUK with coloured volumes, for example a red sphere, a yellow ellip-
soid, and a green tetrahedron.154 These three-dimensional forms correspond
to the two-dimensional forms illustrated in colour-form charts in Laws. 

In an unpublished addition to Laws, Matiushin further specified some
concrete situations where the choice of colour would be important: “When
[…] using colour in design, for example in architecture, it is very important
not to only take the walls, ceiling and floor into consideration, but also all the
architectonic details including the equipment of the premises. Besides that, it
is important to refrain from the habitual white ceiling and brown floor […]
Outdoors it is necessary to regard the colours of surrounding buildings when
designing facades […] Even if the facade has a cold hue, it can be coupled with
the sky by cornices and roofs in a hue which absolutely must be darker […]
When colour designing major roads and thoroughfares, not only daylight but
also twilight must be taken into consideration, insofar as warm colours lose
their luminosity and glow at an earlier hour than cold ones. The one and same
red, which during daytime is ten times more radiant than blue, seems 16 times
darker at dusk than that same blue.”155

What Matiushin describes here, is the so-called Purkinje-shift, the shifting
of light-sensitivity in the retina from longer to shorter wavelengths when
vision switches from the colour-sensitive cones active during day-time to the
rods of night-time sensitive to light-darkness and short wave.156

Did Matiushin poach from Kandinsky?

Matiushin did not poach Kandinsky’s ideas, nor did he mention any reading
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153. Matiushin 1931b, passim.
154. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op 1 delo 48 list 37 ob.
155. Matiushin 1931a. 
156. Purkinje 1825, also described in for example Kaiser & Boynton 1996 p. 142. 
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of him (or vice versa) but insofar as the latter tends to come to mind when we
talk about colour and form interrelation, I would like to show some basic dif-
ferences between the two. 

Kandinsky described the interrelationship between colour and form in
both Über das geistige in der Kunst (1911) and in Punkt und Linie zu Fläche
(1926). To Kandinsky, relations between colour and form were established
with three primary colours corresponding to three geometrical forms: red to
a square, blue to a circle and yellow to a triangle. Kandinsky limited the
dynamism of each colour to these forms.157 With the acute angles of yellow,
the 90° angle of red, and the obtuse angles of blue, they differ completely
from Matiushin’s ideas. Matiushin’s starting point on the other hand, was the
same round form, but differently coloured. He also wanted to find the dynam-
ics of various colours, but instead of a fixed form as a point of departure, as in
the case of Kandinsky, he used what he considered to be a “neutral form” in
order to find out what form-shaping properties colours possess. 

the absolute colour: 
matiushin’s relation to ostwald 

In the introductory preface to Laws, Maria Ender positions Matiushin in rela-
tion to other colour theorists. Ender defined Matiushin’s standpoint as
opposed to Wilhelm Ostwald’s as it was presented in Farbkunde (Leipzig
1923)158 translated into Russian as Tsvetovedenie in 1926.159 But before dis-
cussing her position in relation to other theories, it is necessary to clarify her
own stance. In a still unpublished essay written in 1927 entitled “Colour and
Colour Combinations” [Tsvet i tsvetovoe sochetanie], Maria Ender subdivid-
ed colour theory into two main groups: the “absolute” and the “relative”. In
accordance with the “absolute” standpoint, colour is seen as invariable and
not dependent on any surrounding factors. “This colour concept results in an
almost identical understanding of colour and colorant, i. e., it is based on the
certitude that the painted surface will always appear as the very colour of the
colorant, no matter which colour happens to be surrounding it.” According to
Ender, this is how colour was seen in almost all painting before the impres-
sionists, who “decisively shook the local colour loose from its stability”.160

157. For Kandinsky On the Spiritual in Art 1911, see chapter “The language of form and
colour” and Kandinsky 1926 Point and Line to Surface, chapter “Line”.
158. Maria Ender 1932 pp. 3–5. 
159. It was published in Moscow and Leningrad, see Ostwald 1926.
160. Maria Ender 1927a p. 1. 



Thus Ender, as an adept of Matiushin, believed colour percepts to be relative. 
Wilhelm Ostwald (1853–1932) received the Nobel prize in 1909 in physical

chemistry.161 He published ten books and more than fifty articles on colour.
He founded the journal Die Farbe in 1921. Ostwald had considerable success
with his first handbook Die Farbenfiebel 1917 which appeared in sixteen edi-
tions in Germany alone.162Although he was born in Riga, Latvia, and gradu-
ated from the university in Tartu, Estonia, the fame of Ostwald as a colour the-
oretician was not immediate in neighbouring Russia. A correspondent mem-
ber of St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences from 1896, Ostwald was primarily
known as a chemist. In 1923 Ostwald was introduced in a few small articles,
but it was only in 1926 when his comprehensive work Farbkunde (Leipzig
1923) was published in Russian that he became more known for his work on
colour in Russia.163 At that time however, Ostwald had been known at least
one year in Matiushin’s Laboratory of Colour.164

Ostwald’s work on colour can be divided into three main parts: the sys-
tematization into a colour circle, grey scale and colour solid; standardisation
of colours into concrete samples; and the proposition of concrete colour har-
monies. Initially the concrete samples of his Farbenatlas [Colour atlas] con-
tained more than 2,500 normative colours that were later reduced to 680.
With his world reputation as a natural scientist, Ostwald’s theories were more
or less accepted as prescriptions and taught at primary school in Germany.
Ostwald’s geometrical approach to colour inspired the Dutch group De Stijl
(1917–31). At Bauhaus, Walter Gropius exhibited Ostwald’s colour-wheel and
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161. On Ostwald’s biography, see Rodnyj and Solov’ev/Solowjëw Moscow 1969 and
Leipzig 1977, chapters 1–2. 
162. Die Farbenfiebel is not translated into Russian but into English as The Color Primer. A
Basic Treatise on the Color System of Wilhelm Ostwald, see Birren 1969. 
163. Vil’gel’m Ostval’d Tsvetovedenie. Translation by Z. O. Mil’man, “Promizdat” Moscow,
Leningrad 1926. In Rodnyi & Solov’ev 1969 p. 354 Tsvetovedenie is incorrectly said to be a
translation of Die Farbenlehre, Leipzig 1918. Before Farbkunde, the only publications on
Ostwald and colour in the Russian language, were a short article by Ostwald on his colour
doctrine and its technical application in a small brochure, by Maizel “Tsveta i kraski”
[Colours and Paints] and one introductory article “Uchenie o tsvetakh V. Ostval’da” [W.
Ostwald’s Doctrine on Colour] by Kravkov in Zhurnal Psikhologii, Nevrologii i Psikhiatrii
[Journal of Psychology, Neurology and Psychiatry] Vol. III, both from 1923; and “Novoe
uchenie o tsvetakh i ego primenenie v technike” in Khimicheskaia promyshlennost’ (Izdanie
biuro Inostrannoi Nauki i Tekhniki Vysshego Soveta Narodnogo Khoziaistva SSSR, Berlin) 2
(1924) 1, pp. 1–6, and in German as “Die neue Farbenlehre und ihre Anwendung in der
Technik”, in Chemische Industrie: Ausgabe des Büros für ausländische Wissenschaft u. Technik,
Berlin, eds. V.I. Ipat’ev and F. Ullmann.
164. Ostwald was explicitly mentioned in a protocol from a meeting at the GINKhUK
Department of organic culture, October 24, 1925. TsGALI SPb f. op. 1. d. 48. list 38. 
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colour tables in the lobby and many of the Bauhaus-teachers (Kandinsky,
Lothar Schreyer and Josef Albers) used Ostwald in their teaching. Until the
1960s Oswald’s series were used as colour standard in the USA and his ”har-
mony of colours” widely used in theory of art and design.165

Maria Ender’s critique of Ostwald

Ender’s first point of criticism of Ostwald concerned his way of systematizing
colours. She objected to his “mechanistic” way of separating the colours from
each other when he studied them, and then adding them together without
considering any changes caused by their mutual interrelations.166

As a natural scientist, Ostwald’s way of analyzing a material was first to iso-
late each component and then to add them together. Ostwald systematized

165. On Ostwald and De Stijl, see Gage 2000, pp. 244–245 and 257–260 and 1993, pp.
248–259. The reception of Ostwald at Bauhaus was controversial, see Poling 1973 pp. 25–43
and 1982 pp. 66–69; Gage 1993 pp. 248 and 259–263; Düchting 1996 esp. pp. 10, 14, 92, 196,
215. On the importance of Ostwald’s system in the USA for theory of art and design, see
Birren 1969 pp. 5–6 and Derefeldt 1991 p. 253. 
166. Ender 1932 pp. 4–5. She had also presented a lecture on “The principle of the spectral
circles of Chevreul and Ostwald” for her colleagues at GINKhUK in 1926. TsGALI SPb f.
244 op. 1 d. 48 32ob. 
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the colours according to a mathematical model resulting in a 24-part colour
circle that was extended into a colour solid by adding the variables black and
white. With Ewald Hering’s four unitary colours yellow, blue, red and green
as his starting-point, Ostwald arranged eight distinct hues equidistantly into a
circle: yellow, orange, red, purple, ultramarine blue, turquoise blue, sea green
and leaf green. Regularities, as for example complementary colours, were
found by optical mixtures using a spinning disc. Like Hering, Ostwald used
perceptual relationships to order his colours.167 In addition to this visual
method of estimating the distance between each hue, Ostwald constructed a
grey-scale as a standard measuring instrument by applying the Weber-Fechner
Law, according to which regular steps of brightness occur when the stimuli
follow a geometrical rather than an arithmetical sequence (1:2:4:8:16).168

From these data Ostwald concluded that “the geometrical equidistance
between the members of a properly adjusted triad will be felt as a psychologi-
cal equidistance, and therefore arranged in conformity with law.”169 Conse-
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167. Derefeldt 1991 p. 230.
168. Ostwald Color Science 1931 pp. 62–63 and 96–97.
169. Ostwald 1923 p. 293 and 1933 p. 153.
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quently, Ostwald believed that a metrical symmetry from a mathematical
point of view, could be unproblematically transferable to colour.

According to Ostwald, any colour mixture can be described by the equa-
tion C+W+B=1 (C= full colour, W= white, and B=black).170This “complete
system” was presented as a three-dimensional body inspired by Runge’s
colour-solid (1810) with the “full colours”, to use Ostwald’s term, on the
“equator” (= the chromatic circle), graduating to white towards the “North
Pole” and to black towards the “South Pole”.171The solid was shaped as a dou-
ble cone, consisting of 24 reversed triangles each with 28 monochromatic
colours (modifications of one single chromatic colour) in each triangle. For
the grey scale of eight achromatic colours as the common axis for all triangles,
it becomes brighter upwards and darker downwards. The 24 “full colours”
form a colour circle along the equator line with the complementary colours in
the opposing horizontal points. In total: 24¬28 = 672, plus the eight com-
partments of the grey scale of the middle axis = 680.172

Ostwald’s “Harmony = Order” 

Maria Ender’s second point of critique was directed towards Ostwald’s thesis
Conformity to Law is equivalent to Harmony.173 Ostwald’s law was based on
isolated colours mechanically added to equal-grade colour series. Ostwald’s
claim was that, based on a grey-scale with regular steps, the distance between
each element must be the same to achieve a harmonious result (single, double
and triple-stepped).174Divisible by 2, 3, 4, 6, 8 and 12, both the 24-part colour
circle and the mathematically constructed 680-part solid were convenient
instruments for creating Ostwald’s colour harmonies. All these 680 colour
samples were executed and sold as an atlas for a colour standard. With each
hue indicated by a letter, the required hue could be described in writing and
telegraphed or telephoned; sending samples of patterns by mail became
unnecessary. According to the theory of harmony, Ostwald also made con-
crete suggestions as to which samples would form successful combinations.

170. Ostwald 1931 p. 92. I have taken the English terminology on Ostwald from J. Scott
Taylor’s translation of Farbkunde – Color Science, London 1931. See his “Translator’s
Introduction and Notes on Nomenclature” pp. III–XII, and “Standards of Hue”, p. 90.
Saturated colour is synonymous with Ostwald’s “full colour” (Vollfarbe), i.e., any chromat-
ic colour (Buntfarbe) free from the sensations of white and black.
171. Runge 1810 is presented in Stromer 1997.
172. Ostwald Color Science 1931 pp. 75–113, Farbkunde 1923 pp. 74–112, Tsvetovedenie 1926 
pp. 56–79.
173. Maria Ender 1932 p. 4 and Ostwald 1933 p. 133.
174. Ostwald 1923 p. 274. 1933 pp. 135–136 and pp. 148–161.



Initially the circle was divided into 100 sections in accordance with the deci-
mal system but later reduced to 24 parts “since 100 neither contains the factor
eight, nor the factor three, fractions frequently arose […] and the symbolism
became inexact”.175The factor three was the number of colours necessary for a
harmony, and eight was the number of main “full colours” in the colour circle.
But eight hues were too few, and 100 too many to be practical. Since the circle
had to be divisible by the harmonious three, the choice fell between 24, 48, 72
and 96 parts in the circle, where 24 was chosen as most manageable.176

The geometrical regularity “proclaimed to be a standard for beauty”
could, in Ender’s words, be nothing but non-scientifically “metaphysical”.177

Ender’s critique of Ostwald’s geometrically systematized colour harmony
was shared by other artists such as the Bauhaus teachers Oskar Schlemmer
and Paul Klee.178 Ostwald, on the other hand, was convinced that since he
was working with “Exact Science”, these regularities should be seen as a “Nat-
ural Law” with claims of “universal validity”.179 Matiushin and Ostwald sys-
tematize visual qualities of colours in two fundamentally different ways:
Matiushin’s system relates whereas Ostwald’s classifies and categorizes.180 To
Ender it was important to position Matiushin in relation to Ostwald insofar as
the latter’s harmony concept was widely applied at the higher educational
institutes in the Soviet colour world, foremost at the Moscow VKhUTEMAS/
VKhUTEIN.181

Matiushin – only a commentary to Ostwald?

In a recent summary of Matiushin’s colour charts, the second and third folders
were described as “diluted with white” respectively “blackened”. The summa-
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175. Ostwald 1931 p. 82. 
176. Ibid. p. 91. 
177. Maria Ender 1932 p. 4. 
178. Schlemmer, teacher in mural painting and theatre workshops and proponent of cross-
genre activities, which was one of the major ideas at Bauhaus, visited the Colour Conference
in Stuttgart (1919) where Ostwald presented his ideas. According to Schlemmer, these rep-
resented a “typical scientific product; nonsense in terms of art”. Schlemmer 1990 p. 263. To
Klee, teaching colour and form in the basic course at Bauhaus, the only interesting part of
Ostwald’s system was that which he had taken over from Runge, i.e. the colour solid, see
Spiller 1981 p. 521. The literature on colour harmony is vast. For a useful survey on har-
monies as description or evaluation, see Green-Armytage 1996. For Ostwald in a historical
comparison with other theories on harmony, see also Schwarz 1999 chapter 7. 
179. In German Ostwald 1923, p. 271, in English Ostwald 1933 p. 133. 
180. Ostwald’s atlases and system for mixing pigments is not the topic here.
181. The general reception of Ostwald in the Soviet Union will be further discussed in chap-
ter Contemporary Voices.
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ry was written by the St. Petersburg doctor of philosophy in architecture, and
well-reputed teacher of colour studies at State Architecture-Construction
University in St. Petersburg (SPb GASU), Emma Lushcheko, a student of
Khmelevskaia who painted the charts.182Lushcheko’s summary implies a sim-
ple “translation” by Matiushin of Ostwald’s colour solid into folding charts,
that if put together would form a circle and a sphere. As I understand
Matiushin, Lushcheko’s statement is the result of a too hastily drawn conclu-
sion. At a first glance, folders II and III do indeed appear similar to Ostwald’s
“whitened” and “blackened” hues below and above the ”full colours” along
the equator. And yes, folder II seems to be a variant of folder I admixed with a
white colorant. But from my observations of the colours in the third folder,
they do not at all appear to be diluted with black pigments. Darkened with
black pigment, the colours would have become dulled, but instead they are
perceptually very brilliant and transparent; they must be deepened with col-
orants other than black.183

A conclusion drawn from this is that over the years, a true knowledge of
what Matiushin and the group of Organic Culture were doing, has been lost. 

colour and sound

Before concluding this chapter on Laws, a few additional aspects must be pre-
sented. As a musician, the interrelation between colour and sound was of such
great importance to Matiushin that a whole volume on the subject was
planned as a sequel to Laws. In fact, Laws was only the “first chapter of a big
book”.184 But due to the difficult political circumstances and his rapidly dete-
riorating health, the sequel was never realized. Although more studies were
made on this theme, in Laws there are only a few paragraphs on the relation
between colour and sound.185

For Matiushin, the principle of afterimages and complementary contrasts

182. Organika Spb 2001 pp. 86f. In the illustration of the Colour Charts from Laws in this
publication, the order of folders I and II have been confused, ibid. catalogue 43 (between
pages 88 and 89).
183. Steinar Elstrom, painter and colour theoretician at the National College of Art and
Design in Oslo Norway (Statens Håndwerks- og Kunstindustriskole), who has thoroughly
studied Matiushin’s charts in the original, confirms this. And although Wittgenstein’s focus
is not that of colour phenomenology, but that of a language philosophy, he correctly dis-
tinguishes between ‘dark’ and ‘blackish’ as different concepts in his Remarks on Colour, cf.
Wittgenstein 1997 (1950) part III § 104. 
184. Matiushin 1931a p. 10. 
185. Laws pp. 21–23. 



of colour and form were no more than one point of departure for understand-
ing the colour universe. A full impression could not be limited to two dimen-
sions, he thought, but should be extended to a three-dimensional room which
would also include a more ‘realistic’ setting of sound, motion, shapes of
forms, and changes in light conditions. The full impression of any situation
could only be evaluated if a complete 360° visual angle was applied with
simultaneous use of all sense impressions, not vision only.186

Matiushin described colour by giving an analogy to music. In his unpub-
lished memoirs, he said that even artists, when looking at colour in nature, are
surprised by how rapidly the colours darken and become “boring” when
stared at.187 Musicians can do something similar by repeating a sound they
find fascinating; it is surprising how it loses expressiveness and becomes dull.
Matiushin wanted to find the proper surrounding for any colour to remain
intense and clear. He compared the clarity and intensity of the colours with
sonority in music. And in music “which we often do not notice”, each tone
consists of many sounds in different pitches. Up to eight “complementary
sounds” give a full tone, and “the same applies to colour”. Every colour,
Matiushin maintained, is surrounded by its “contrast, but not only one, but
two, three or more”, which become possible to see only by way of successive
training of the eye. So, in order to achieve a maximum of intensity, whether
from a musical or a colour tone, the “entire surrounding of the colours and
sounds, including the unnoticed but accompanying ones” must be taken into
consideration.188 The physiological answer to these matters, was the corpus
quadrigemus, the place in the brain, where all cortical “paths converge”.189

Anschütz on colour-tone

In LawsMatiushin referred to Georg Anschütz in relation to how colour and
sound can be interrelated. He does not go deeper into the ideas of Anschütz,
but merely states that “interesting facts on the relations between colour, form
and sound” are to be found in the book Kurze Einführung in die Farbe-Ton-
Forschung [Short introduction to colour-tone research] from 1927.190 In the
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186. Experiments on colour contrast in relation to form and extended visual angle were car-
ried out in the Colour Laboratory, see TsGALI Spb f. op. 1. d. 48. list 26. For contemporary
research on three-dimensional real rooms, see for example Billger 1999. 
187. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Nauchno-issledovatel’skaia rabota v GINKhUKe”
[Scientific research at GINKhUK]
188. Ibid.
189. Laws p. 22. 
190. Ibid. p. 23 and Anschütz 1927. 



book Matiushin refers to, Anschütz described experience as a common factor
for the “inner vision” of colours which appears when synaesthetes listen to
music. Their modes of appearance are “transparent”, “radiant” and “sparkling”
and they “mostly shine like transparent glass or steam”. These ‘unreal’ radiant-
ly luminous properties of fantasy-images which appear when one is half-
asleep, in clairvoyance, or other cases of “inner vision” are not to be dismissed
as “occultism”, sais Anschütz. “As yet unstudied” within colour-tone research,
these appearances are to be investigated “with research that stands with both
feet on the ground of objective thinking and verification”. Anschütz’ conclu-
sion is that the consequences of colour-tone research are not yet foresee-
able.191

Anschütz and Matiushin seem to have shared the conviction that colour-
tone research was not to be seen as a new science of marginal importance, but
that it was rather a whole movement where new forms of multi-faceted
human possibilities were to be discovered and developed, and not as hitherto,
left slumbering and forgotten. 

conclusion   

In this chapter I have presented Laws as a theory of colour perception in the
tradition of Goethe, Chevreul, Hering and Rood Laws was meant to be the
first step towards a much needed standardized grammar for colour to render
more effective the use of colour not only within the artistic practice of easel
painting but also within industry, foremost within design and construction.
Still, the gap between theory and practice is wide, something Matiushin was
the first to admit. I suggest, therefore, we should consider Laws as a work 
in progress rather than a finished product ready to meet its reader. Much 
work remained for Matiushin. One possible way now would be to attempt 
to reconstruct the experiments made in the Leningrad of the 1920s in
Matiushin’s Laboratory of Colour. 

The charts illustrate a variety of problems, many of which are not explicit-
ly verbalized. As images of colour phenomena they do not present the self-
explanatory system Matiushin seems to think, if we are to judge by his scant
explanations. Instead, they provide a compact set of illustrations of various
complex phenomena; a kind of notation for the observer to decipher. 

In spite of confusingly used terminology and a general fragmentariness in
Matiushin’s presentation, some basic principles can still be discerned. As the
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191. Anschütz 1927 p. 6 and p. 14. 



title The Laws Governing the Variability of Colour Combinations. Colour Manu-
al indicates, four main aspects of colour are in focus: laws, wholeness, variabil-
ity and practical application. Laws is the first word in the title. This confers the
scientific importance Matiushin gave to his writings about art and colour, but
not in the sense of ideographic science, as writings of art had hitherto been, but
into a ‘real’, nomothetic science, revealing laws that structure the behaviour of
natural phenomena. By empirical observations and induction, the Laboratory
of Colour made general conclusions applicable to analagous phenomena. In
1923 the Law Governing Complementary Formwas formulated. 

The second and third aspects coincide: the variability or changeability that
rule the colours in combinations. Here, it is the very process of interaction that
is in focus. Colours are not static but change when we look at them. Here
Matiushin and Chevreul coincide. Ostwald’s method of colour as a stable,
absolute property eliminates the very interrelations of colour and vision, i.e.,
colour perception, and forms an opposing standpoint that is explicitly criti-
cised in Laws. By his own experience Matiushin knew that colour is always a
part of its surrounding and when the surrounding changes the appearance of
the colours changes along with it, thoughts clearly expressed both through
the text and the charts. 

There is no discussion of “harmony” in Laws. Nevertheless, the purpose of
the charts was as an aid in colour design for buildings in a way that appealed to
the observer’s eye and taste. Suggestions for agreeable groupings were pre-
sented in Folder IV. Folders I–III show combinations constructed by way of
colour contrasts. Their structure in accordance with colour regularities saves
them from being a matter of private taste and instead turns them into exam-
ples of a more general pattern. The difference between Matiushin and Ost-
wald is that where Matiushin’s combinations are artistically and perceptually
developed in interrelation with their surrounding, Ostwald’s harmony result-
ed from mathematical calculation. 

But are Matiushin’s charts nothing but works of art? Matiushin’s ambition
was to develop a presentation of colour accepted as science. He also wanted to
build a bridge from scientific theory to practice. It is the charts that constitute
the concrete connection between science and practical application. The com-
binations are balanced or enhanced by an intermediate linking colour. Due to
a linking colour field, weak colorants could produce intense results. Here
Folder IV provided recommendations for implementation on real buildings
with real colorants. The economic aspect was of course important to the use of
colour being considered at all. The effects of the link could be achieved thanks
to increased knowledge of the possibilities of the visual processes, knowledge
necessary for the colour designer, but still unsatisfactory, something
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Matiushin stressed more than once.
In Laws the connection between theory and practice was preceded by a

lengthy physiological description of the functions of the eye. In the process of
transformation, the phenomena that occur are of a transcending kind which
could easily be seen as disturbing side-effects. In Laws they are the main inter-
est. To Matiushin afterimages in particular were of special concern. Afterim-
ages have a luminous, fleeting quality and are sometimes considered to be illu-
sions. From an ontological perspective, Matiushin was an eliminativist, hold-
ing the belief that colour is an experience based on our visual processes and
not a property of objects in the external world. 

In Matiushin’s nomothetic folders I–III, his point of departure was one
single colour stimulus. All the other 64 colour stripes of folders I–III are vari-
ous kinds of afterimages: simultaneous in folder I and successive in folders
II–III. 

Colour contrasts on a flat surface were only one aspect of Matiushin’s
colour philosophy. His colour context also included differently shaped forms
in various spatial situations and moving with different speed – the whole
enveloped in sounds. Here I analyse similarities and differences between
Matiushin and Chevreul, Ostwald and Kandinsky. My results show that
Matiushin had his own unique approach to colour. 

The surrounding fields of colour, be it the changing colour of the sky, a
road or a park, were important to Matiushin. Our perception of figure and
ground was also of importance for how the charts, and as a consequence the
buildings designed on the basis of them, would appear. Here Matiushin’s con-
sideration of an expanded visual field was of utmost importance. 

In this chapter I have presented the text and charts of colour and forms in
Laws. The focus of Matiushin was the relativity of colours interacting in com-
binations, and afterimages as illusions. In the next chapter I will focus on the
basic prerequisites for the laboratory experiments, extended to include other
sense faculties in addition to vision. To Matiushin a wider visual angle, possi-
bly even a full 360°, was closer to a real situation particularly applicable to
colour designers. These were problems solved by the training programme
leading to the mastering of Extended Vision. 
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5.  Extended Vision as Worldview

I am kinoglaz, I am a builder
I create a man more advanced than Adam

I am the mechanical eye
… the masters of vision – are the organizers of the visible life

dziga vertov 19231

The physiology of the senses is a borderland in which the two great divisions of human knowledge, 
the natural and the mental sciences, encroach on one another’s domain. Here problems arise 
which are important to both and which can only be solved by the combined labours of both.

hermann von helmholtz, 18682

Following the introduction of colour phenomena in Laws in the previous
chapter, I will continue with further aspects for a deeper comprehension of
Matiushin’s standpoint on colour: His approach to vision.

Recently, the perceiving eye as the essence of high modernism, has been
stressed in a number of interesting studies.3 In this, Matiushin was a typical
modernist. The very act of “seeing”, the literal “viewing” and “looking”, was of
utmost importance to his whole work, which he himself repeated in most of
his texts. In this chapter, examples will be given which show the importance of
vision even for a general understanding of his philosophy. In Matiushin’s own
words, what he called Extended Vision (rasshirennoe zrenie) is the most
important aspect of the experimental circumstances of Laws.4 In spite of this,
Extended Vision was only partly treated and only fragmentarily explained in

1. Dziga Vertov “Kinoki. Perevorot” from LEF, 1923, no. 3, pp. 135–143 quoted from Matsa
1967, p. 44. English translation in ed. Anette Michelson 1984. For an interesting discussion
on Vertov’s way of extending his vision by way of the camera eye, see Manovich 2001. 
2. From the lecture “Recent progress in the theory of vision” delivered in Heidelberg 1868.
English translation from Kahl 1971 p. 144. 
3. Danius 1998 analyses how perception, foremost sight and hearing is “staged” in Marcel
Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, Thomas Mann’s Zauberberg, and James Joyces Ulysses
– all three written in the 1920s. Drucker 1994 stresses the importance of vision in modernism
in general. 
4. Laws p. 15. The basic term I will use is Extended Vision. In Laws “rasshirennoe” – ‘extend-
ed/ expanded’ – and “shirokoe” – ‘wide’ – are used indiscriminately. This is also the case with
“zrenie” – ‘sight’ – and “smotrenie”, the latter being an easily understood neologism mean-
ing ‘way to see’. Occasionally I will use variants such as extended/ expanded/ amplified/
widened viewing/looking/sight without any fundamental difference intended other than
what might be understood from the context. 

[135]
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Laws. This chapter will therefore give examples from other texts by Matiushin
as well as unpublished archive material to give a fuller picture of Matiushin’s
particular way of seeing. 

My argument is that colour vision, in Matiushin’s sense, was a whole
worldview. For him the concrete visual act was not only a part of the world-
view, it determined it and thereafter presented by way of painted images and
charts.5 Firstly I will discuss Matiushin’s worldview, followed by the different
aspects of vision that characterize extended vision, including synaesthesia and
a 360° optical radius. This chapter also examines the eye-brain issue from
Matiushin’s perspective. 

visual processes

For philosophers of all ages, the mind and consciousness belong to eternal
riddles. The crucial part of it is the human factor – the perceiving subject.
Colour vision is possible because there is a relation between physical stimulus
and what is subjectively experienced.6 The level of complexity both of the
stimuli and the reception of these stimuli, warns us that this relationship can-
not be a simple one. The extremely complex processes involved, where frag-
mentary signals finally lead to a coherent image in which we see, for example,
yellow, white and red, are still not yet decoded, despite the intensity of

5. Here interesting parallels can be drawn with Matiushin’s contemporaries Erwin Panofsky
(1892–1968) and Pavel Florenskii. In Panofsky’s Die Perspective als Symbolische Form, pub-
lished in 1925, different perspectives in painting (central perspective, inverted perspective)
are seen as a direct expression of the Weltanschauung. Panofsky, in a way similar to
Matiushin, made the philosophical worldview a direct cause of the way perspective was
used. The worldview, which determined how the artist chose a certain perspective, includ-
ed current ideas in philosophy. Thus it was a philosophy which, by way of perspective, was
transformed into a visible form through the perspective and then projected as an image on
to the painting. Another person who must be mentioned in this context is the highly inter-
esting orthodox priest and physician Pavel Florenskii (1882–1943). In the 1920s Florenskii
became a professor at VKhUTEMAS in Moscow. He taught mainly the analysis of spatial-
ity in works of art at the Department of Graphical Print. Between 1921–24 he wrote a num-
ber of works hat discuss perspective in a mathematical, physical and metaphorical way:
Ikonostas 1922, Obratnaia perspektiva [Inverted Perspective] 1919, Analiz prostranstvennosti
v khudozhestvenno-izobrazitel’nykh proizvedniiakh [Analysis of space in works of art] 1921.
See Florenskii 1993. Although his works were not published in the 1920s, it is likely that
Matiushin knew of Florenskii’s famous lectures, although they were first published in Russia
in the 1990s, to the extent that they were given at the sister institute to GINKhUK in
Moscow, VKhUTEMAS. 
6. For a survey of this process, see Kaiser & Boynton 1996 121f. 



research on the subject. The kernel of the problem is to get the general picture
and understand how a complete image emerges to our consciousness.7

Today’s level of knowledge of colour vision, which includes how the eyes,
brain and mind function and interact, is more precise than that of Matiushin’s
days. All the same, the way our colour vision works is still not fully grasped in
contemporary natural sciences, despite all the sophisticated instruments
which can register every possible small event in the brain. The passage from
Hermann von Helmholtz quoted above is thus in many ways still true today,
although it was stated almost 150 years ago. Among Matiushin and his con-
temporaries, Helmholtz was an important source and springboard for ideas
within physico-physiological optics. Now, it can be argued that Matiushin
was active in the Soviet Union of the 1920s, and certainly not in the 19th cen-
tury, but in fact, many of the findings made in the 19th century by experimen-
tal psychologists and physicists such as for example Helmholtz, Kries,
Maxwell, Grassmann and Hering still form the basis for what we know about
vision today.8

But before discussing Matiushin, I would first like the reader to conduct a
simple test showing the complexity of this issue: Try to fix the moment when
something you see becomes something you are aware of seeing. This small
mind experiment shows the impossibility of pointing out the exact border
between eye and brain. That colour vision was a process which involved high-
er mental operations was already discussed by both Helmholtz and Hering in
the 19th century. And in 1911 David Katz pointed out that if we were uncon-
scious in our vision, “naive”, it would not be possible to make colour the
object of our observation. If the aspect of consciousness were not included, he
said, the results would be erroneous.9This seems to be obvious among colour
researchers today, at least in theory. To fully understand colour vision, we
must grasp this relationship. What happens really between registration of
input and our being conscious of it?10 Matiushin tries to solve this universal
riddle in his own specific way. 

Within the scope of this study, both to guide the reader to a comprehen-
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7. As the neurologist Wolf Singer, director of the Max Planck Institute in Frankfurt, defined
the substance of this complex question in a recent interview in Der Spiegel No. 1, January
2001 pp. 154ff. Valberg 1998 discusses the matter in further detail. 
8. According to Gouras 1991b, Derefeldt 1994 pp. 15–16, Kaiser & Boynton 1996 pp. 18–25.
9. Katz 1911 p. 282.
10. For an idea of the number of processes involved from a biophysical point of view see
Valberg 1998, from philosophy Maund 1995 and Hardin 1988. These authors are possible to
understand because they have taken the trouble to think beyond the limitations of their pro-
fessional field, a necessity in the field of colour.
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sion of the visual processes as they are understood today, and also – which is
the actual aim of the study – to outline these processes in Matiushin’s sense, is
of course impossible. The stance of today’s visual science will therefore be giv-
en only through recommended further reading in the footnotes, where I have
chosen literature that is not only scientifically valid but also comprehensible to
the layman.11 Here it is Matiushin’s account of the organization of visible life
which interests us. 

importance of vision in matiushin’s texts

In Matiushin’s most central texts as well as in unpublished reports and lec-
tures, the importance of vision was repeatedly stressed.12 In Laws more than
one third of the text is dedicated not only to describing the visual apparatus
but also to how it could be changed.13

In one of Matiushin’s first published texts “Of the Book by Gleizes and
Metzinger ‘Du Cubisme’” from 1913, Matiushin combined the cubist treatise
Du Cubisme (1912) and the theosophical mystic Pëtr Uspenskii’s Tertium
Organum. Keys to the Enigmas of the World (1911).14 The message that came
out was that it is necessary to develop the eyes in order to see “higher dimen-
sions”. To Matiushin these dimensions were then to be reflected on to the can-
vas by the painting artist, a task the cubists with their multiple viewpoints,
beginning with Cézanne, were almost able to do.15

In 1928 “An attempt towards a new sense of space” was published in a
Ukrainian Journal which was an abbreviated version of “The Artist’s Experi-
ence of a New Dimension” primarily intended for a GINKhUK-publication
which was not realized.16 Matiushin worked on this text during the greater
part of the 1920s.17The core of the text described how reason should not rule
out the instinct of the eye. The intellect should not be the primary or sole
source of information, as was maintained from a rationalist point of view. To

11. On colour and colour vision, see Valberg 1998, Kuehni 1997, Kaiser & Boynton 1996,
Gouras 1991, Derefeldt 1994 and 1991. 
12. Matiushin 1913, 1916–20, 1923, 1928, 1932, 1976a. 
13. Laws pp. 11ff.
14. Matiushin 1913, Gleizes & Metzinger 1912. Uspenskii’s Tertium Organum. Kliuch k
zagadkam mira. First Russian ed. 1911, reprinted in SPb 1992. Cubism was commonly con-
sidered to be one way of defining the doctrine of the “fourth dimension” by their synchronic
presentation of depth and time in paintings, cf. chapter Coloured Universe.
15. Matiushin 1913. 
16. Matiushin 1928, 1976a and TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 59 l. 9–10 and l. 15. 
17. It eventually became Matiushin 1976a. 



Matiushin vision and intellect should be considered equal in the organisation
of information.18

In a lecture at the Department of History of Art at Leningrad University in
1920, Matiushin sketched the outlines of his Extended Vision programme. The
theme of the lecture was on the artist’s experiences of a new dimension and
especially on “particularities of vision not yet studied”. The theses of the paper
were: The genesis of man’s spatial intelligence; historical parallels of scientif-
ic/mathematical and geometric/artistic experience and thinking; physiologi-
cal conditions and particularities of the artist’s vision and its influence on the
intellect and perception of the visible; simultaneous perception of the back-
rear and side parts of an object; completely new visual conditions of Extended
Vision (physiologically direct and indirect); experiences of Extended Vision.19

In his manifesto “Ne iskusstvo, a zhizn’” – “Not Art, but Life” published in
the journal Zhizn’ iskusstva [Life of art] in 1923, Matiushin summarized cer-
tain ideas on vision which he termed Zorved. In one of his private notebooks
the following information was stated on April 14, 1923: “Yesterday at a meet-
ing for all GINKhUK departments, I announced our artistic motto ZOR-
VED (Zrenie + Vedanie).”20 Russian “zrenie” – ‘to see’, “vedanie” – a noun
derived from the Old Russian verb “vedat’” – ‘to know’,21 and usually translat-
ed as See-Know.22The manifesto was published in connection with the exhibi-
tion “Petrograd Painting of All Directions” in April, 1923, the same year as the
actual work on Laws began.23 Here the general ideas of Extended Vision are
given, such as a widened visual angle of 360°. Therefore the text is quoted here
in its entirety:

“Not Art, but Life”

“There were times when humanity, gathering one experience on top of the oth-
er, created in this way conventional signs which were the foundations of art. But
at first, art was simply a reflection of impressions, a rhythmic repetition, an echo
of sorts. It was an uncompounded simple step by life itself. Nowadays, in its
steadfast motion and development, art has reached a position of being split into
‘right’, ‘central’ and ‘left’. Art has become a ‘Divisible Power’.
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18. Ibid. 
19. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 47–49. 
20. RO IRLI, notebook no. 2, f. 656 d. 108, page 58, as quoted from Povelikhina 2000 
p. 43. 
21. Vasmer 1996 vol. I p. 283.
22. Povelikhina 1975/76 pp. 64–65 and Lodder 1987 p. 297n5.
23. Matiushin 1923a p. 15. 
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Zorved is the essential act of vision (a visual field of 360°) its genesis on the 
pristine virgin ground of experience.
Zorved is characterized by a physiological change of the former way of look-

ing and entails a completely different method of representing the visible. 
Zorved incorporates for the first time into the field of vision the previously

closed ‘rear plane’; all the space remaining ‘outside’ the human realm, as a
result of incomplete experience.

New facts have revealed the influence of space, light, colour and form on
cerebral centres through the neck. A number of experiments and observations
carried out by the artists of Zorved, clearly establish the sensitivity to space of
the visual centres situated in the occipital part of the brain. This unexpectedly
unveils a strong force of spatial perceptions, and since the most precious gift
for the human being and artist is to know space, from this starts a new step and
rhythm of life that does not flow into any form labelled ‘left’ or ‘right’. This is
still the ‘primitive life itself ’ on the move along with the greatest of discoveries,
turned over to the surface by the enormous explosion made by the Russian
revolution that had given freedom and life to everyone living and searching.”24

24. Matiushin “Ne iskusstvo, a zhizn’”, Zhizn’ iskusstva Petrograd May 22, 1923. German
translation: “Nicht Kunst, sondern das Leben”, Matjuschin 1991 pp. 80–81. 

Matiushin "Ne iskusstvo, a zhizn'", Zhizn' iskusstva Petrograd May 22, 1923.  



aesthetics or weltanschauung?

On the first page of Laws, having a “worldview” is pointed out as fundamen-
tal for the understanding of any colour theory. “Finding a solution to colour
problems in the arts requires first of all a critical review of existing colour the-
ories and creative methods, i. e. a look at the worldview in which these prob-
lems lie.”25The question here was whether the role of colours was to transport
an ideological content semantically, or whether they should be used as a
means of balancing depicted shapes on the canvas. As the title “Not Art, but
Life” suggests,26 Matiushin’s ambitions with his work within the arts (music,
painting, theatre, theory and writing) was something beyond the mere limita-
tion of art secluded from everyday life. He obviously ascribed to his work the
ability to participate in life itself. In Matiushin’s case this aspect was directly
connected to vision. 

During the 1920s the notion “mirovozzrenie” – ‘worldview’ – was fre-
quently mentioned in Soviet journals on art, literature and architecture as the
ultimate determinant for the artist’s work. Both the Russian mirovozzrenie
and the English worldview derive from the German “Weltanschauung”.27

Weltanschauung means the experiences that form the individual’s under-
standing of the world, or how the world is seen. On looking closer at the word
Weltanschauung, we see that it consists of the joining of the two nouns,
“Welt” – ‘world’ and “Anschauung” – ‘view’. The dictionary explanation of
“Anschauung” includes two different aspects of viewing: the first is the
abstract point of view, opinion, approach, conception or idea; whereas the
second signifies concrete looking or viewing.28 Matiushin included both the
abstract notion of concept and idea, as well as the more concrete looking or
viewing in his worldview.

The artist Liubov Popova (1889–1924), one of the most distinguished
activists in the reorganisation of cultural structures after 1917, testified that
“we can build our new life and new worldview”.29 “Worldview” was preferred
to “aesthetics”, which evoked negative connotations of the pre-revolutionary
bourgeois “art for art’s sake”. “Worldview” was associated with the aim of
changing society, which the outmoded “aesthetics” lacked. The leftist artists
therefore avoided “aesthetics” as they saw this as connected to conservative
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25. Maria Ender 1932 p. 3.
26. Matiushin 1923a p. 15. 
27. “Mirovozzrenie – kal’ka iz nemetskogo Weltanschauung”, Vasmer 1996 vol. II p. 626;
“worldview”.
28. Duden Deutsches Universalwörterbuch A–Z 1996.
29. Quoted from Adaskina & Sarabianov 1990 p. 194.
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remnants from tsarist days.30 For abstract painters, often criticized by their
contemporaries for doing nothing but merely decorative patterns that could
just as well be used as wallpaper, worldview signified quality. 

Worldview was not a post-revolutionary invention, but rather, as so much
else, borrowed from the symbolists, but given another set of connotations
after 1917. The symboslists were, in the words of John Malmstad, the “shock
troops of Modernism”.31 Matiushin was inspired by the Russian symbolists,
especially the “younger symbolists” (Viacheslav Ivanov, Andrei Belyi and
Alexander Blok) to whom symbolism was not only an aesthetic notion, but a
whole worldview. Belyi (1880–1934), one of the leading symbolists of the
Russian Silver Age (1880–1914), divided symbolism into two trends: Sym -
bolism as an “aesthetic school”, and symbolism as “world-understanding”
(miroponimanie).32The symbolist worldview was founded on idealism, reli-
gion, philosophy and occultism. The symbolists considered impressions to
be synaesthetic and expressions to be synthetic, just as they were in nature.33

In 1923 Matiushin wrote two short texts, both with the same name “O
mirooshchushchenii”, which can be translated as “On world-sensation” or
“On ‘Weltanschauung’”.34 Here Matiushin stressed that study of nature “will
not follow the path of emotion” in the painter’s work, “since so much emo-
tion has been used in order to complete a painting through imitating nature,
when all that was necessary was observation, and not feeling”.35 Instead he
suggested that one should “go further, understanding the optical illusion of
vision” (italics mine, M.T.).36To Matiushin, colours were not symbols for oth-
er things. Colours were self-sufficient messengers that needed nothing extra
ascribed to them. They were perceptual entities in their own right.

Commencing with the German philosopher Johan Gottfried Herder’s
concept of human civilisation as evolution established during the Enlighten-
ment, Weltanschauung is an important concept within historicism.37 In

30. See also Matsa 1967 p. 18.
31. As quoted from Irina Paperno’s introduction to Paperno & Grossman 1994 p. 5.
32. Belyi “Simvolizm kak miroponimanie” was originally published in the journal Mir
iskusstva 1904, see Belyi 1994 pp. 244–255. For a general introduction to the “Silver Age” in
Russian art, see Bowlt 1982.
33. As far as colour is concerned, in 1916 Evgenii Trubetskoi wrote on the meaning and
“worldview” of colour in the Russian icon. See Trubetskoi 1973 p. 35. 
34. In Organica 1999 it is translated as “On ‘Weltanschauung’” although the literal mean-
ing is rather “On World-Sensation” insofar as the meaning of “oshchushchenie”, as the term
chosen in the original, means sensation. 
35. Matiushin’s term for both emotion and feeling, is “chuvstvo”. English translation in
Organica 1999 p. 18 and Russian in Organika 2000 p. 18.
36. Matiushin 1923b and 1923c.
37. “Historicism” in Dictionary of the History of Ideas, 1973, vol. II p. 459



understanding what Matiushin meant by worldview, two main characteristics
should be emphasized in his application of this word to art. In Matiushin’s
interpretation of history, as witnessed in his essay “The experience of an artist
of the new dimension”, it was first of all one’s visual abilities that determined
an understanding of one’s time, and as a consequence this visual comprehen-
sion was projected onto the painting.38 The visual act was not only directly
connected with, but even determined, his worldview: “Looking shapes an
understanding of the world”, he said in another unpublished article.39 And
how one looked was shaped by the worldview, i.e., the attitude forming the sur-
rounding world. Worldview and the subject who maintained this view were
thus intimately interrelated. “The artist always witnesses the true condition of
spatial perception proper for his epoch”, is a key statement of Matiushin.40

The painting for Matiushin was thus a direct expression of the painter’s
worldview. 

are extended vision and synaesthesia identical?

In LawsMatiushin established that: “All the experiments on study of colour
and form have been carried out by using the two different modes of vision –
central and extended vision”.41What did Matiushin mean by these two differ-
ent modes of Central and Extended Vision? How were they supposed to func-
tion? What would they enable the practitioner to see? Matiushin launched his
own term Extended Vision instead of the established term “synaesthesia”.
Why? Is this neologism necessary and justified? Let us investigate the general-
ly applied concept of synaesthesia and see if it differs from Matiushin’s
Extended Vision, and if so, how.

This Extended Vision was not limited to different activities of the eyes
alone, but involved also other sense faculties. In Laws in addition to colour
vision, colour changes in interaction with sound were mentioned.42 One
established definition of synaesthesia, sometimes termed cross-modal exten-
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38. Matiushin 1976a.
39. “New spatial realism. An artist’s experience of the fourth dimension”, see Matiushin
1916–20. 
40. The paragraph continues: “Like the astronomer and scientist […] the avant-garde artist
sees things ordinary people cannot see […] If the telescope showed us the universe as an 
object, and the microscope its complexity, only the artist revealed and showed us the most
subtle appearance of reality. It was the artist who taught us to see [reality] and to understand
the complexity of its state.” Matiushin 1976a p. 159. 
41. Laws p. 15. 
42. Ibid. pp. 21–23.
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sion, from 1997, is that it occurs when stimulation of one sensory modality auto-
matically triggers a perception in a second modality, in the absence of any direct
stimulation to this second modality. So, for example, a sound might automatically
trigger the perception of vivid colour; or vice versa.43

Another definition from 1989 is: A parallel sensation from the Greek syn
(union) and aisthesis (sensation) […] Synaesthesia is an involuntary joining in
which the real information of one sense is accompanied by the perception of anoth-
er sense […] S. is also fascinating because logically it should not be a product of the
human brain, where the evolutionary trend has been for increasing separation of
function anatomically.44

In a report from the GINKhUK Department of Organic Culture from 1924
Extended Visionwas described in terms of four main aspects: “tactility, hearing,
vision and brain”,45 the term “brain” stressing the anatomical perspective. 

Firstly, Matiushin’s subdivision into four senses is not the one traditional-
ly adopted for synaesthesia. The five sense faculties usually considered are
sight, hearing, tactility, smell and taste. The two senses smell and taste were
omitted by Matiushin and replaced with – “cognition” (mysli).46 “The
research of the mental processes”, Matiushin says, “encompasses and brings all
the general mass of impressions together into one unified grasp of the
world.”47 In Matiushin’s Extended Vision the four senses vision, hearing, tac-
tility and cognition were to be unified in a conscious way, which partly
explains the cortical processes as one of the sense faculties for him. 

Secondly, synaesthesia is usually described as a joining of separate sense
faculties where different individuals experience the crossing of different sens-
es, thus making general testing difficult. For example one person experiences
strong connections between sound and smell, whereas for another person
sound evokes tactile sensations. In Matiushin’s Extended Vision however, the
joining of the different senses is only one aspect, where first of all the different
sense faculties have to be deliberately separated, trained (meaning “extend-
ed”) and only thereafter the channels between them found and connected.
And in the experimental activities at Svomas and GINKhUK, a training pro-

43. Baron-Cohen and Harrison 1997 p. 3. 
44. Cytowic 1989 p. 1. 
45. “Osiazanie, slukh, zrenie, mozg”. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 56. 
46. “Mysli” can also be translated as “mental processes” TsGALI SPb. f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45.
The division into different senses differs among Matiushin’s contemporaries. To Kandinsky
the description of the “soul” or “intuition” can be interpreted as if it were a sense faculty
(1911 chapter IV). 
47. Plan on the methodical work of the Organic Department from 1924, signed by
Matiushin. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45. 



gramme was developed to amalgamate different aspects of vision extended
into other sensory modalities. 

The third important difference between synaesthesia and Matiushin’s
Extended Vision is that the products of synaesthetic sense expressions are often
described as directly connected to the limbic system where feelings and emo-
tions occur;48 whereas for Matiushin it was perception as such, without any
attachment to emotions, that was the main interest. Matiushin saw the emo-
tions rather as obstacles in the observing of nature, comparable to the imita-
tion of recognizable objects, and wanted to “go further, to understand the
optical illusion of vision”.49To Matiushin colours were not symbols for other
things, they were self-sufficient messengers that needed no feelings ascribed
to them. Colours were perceptual entities in their own right. The crucial task
for Matiushin was to find the fundamental linking connection between per-
ception as physical processes in the human body, and the perceived object in
external, physical reality. The way to do this was by studying the complete per-
ceptual apparatus. 

The fourth characteristic of Matiushin’s Extended Vision was his convic-
tion that it could be achieved through training. A training programme was
elaborated to “create and develop the artist and his new physical possibilities
of perception”.50

And last but not least: Matiushin was convinced that the results achieved
by training would lead to hereditary changes.51

Synaesthesia: a historical perspective

Historically, the interest in synaesthesia coincided with Matiushin’s active
years. Its peak occurred during a 50-year long period of eminence from the
1880s until the early 1930s. During this timespan more than four times as many
publications appeared than in the following forty-two years (1932– 1974).52
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48. Cytowic 1989 and 1997.
49. Matiushin 1923b and 1923c. Here Matiushin differs completely from Kandinsky. For the
latter, colours, being attached to the soul, were directly linked with feelings and emotions,
cf. Kandinsky 1911/52. During the founding years of experimental psychology in the 19th
century “associationism” belonged to the earliest attempt to explain perception with associ-
ation as the only “servant”, see Boring 1950 pp. 310 ff. 
50. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48. l. 1–51.
51. Laws pp. 13–14. On biological inheritance and environmental influence during the first
decades of the 20th century in Russia, see Paperno & Grossman 1994.
52. The decrease in publications on synaesthesia after 1932 is explained by the domination
of behaviourism which refused to consider mental states as a scientific reference point of
investigation, see Baron-Cohen & Harrison 1997 p. 4. 
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Naturally, this interest in synaesthetic cross-modalities meant literary, sci-
entific, musical and artistic circles finding themselves on common ground.
During symbolism in art, which partly coincided with the interest in synaes-
thesia, crossing borders into other artistic fields became one of the main artis-
tic devices. The question, however, is if what they did was actually connected
with “real” synaesthesia, instead of the vague “mixing of the senses”. In their
definition of colour-hearing – which is a popular use of the term – the British
psychologists John Harrison and Simon Baron-Cohen make the term more
precise by further defining five subdivisions: a) developmental synaesthesia
(appears from childhood, differs from imagery, is vivid and involuntary, is
unlearnt); b–c) acquired synaesthesia caused either by neurological dysfunc-
tion or psychoactive drug use; d–e) “pseudo-synaesthesia” as either metaphor
or association. The “real” or “natural” synaesthetes, belong to the first
group.53

Many artists popularly connected with synaesthesia have never actually
been tested for “real” synaesthesia (such as the painters Wassily Kandinsky and
David Hockney, the musical composers Skriabin, Liszt and Rimsky-Korsakov
and the writers Baudelaire, Rimbaud and Vladimir Nabokov). It seems, how-
ever, that at least some of these were more likely to have used expressions from
other arts as artistic devices in the form of metaphors, associations or analo-
gies, thus they rather belonged to the group “pseudo-synaesthetes”.54 Rim-
baud, for example, later reported that his coloured vowels were an invention.
Skriabin and Kandinsky knew of him and of Baudelaire’s poem Correspondenc-
es, and inspired by Richard Wagner’s theories they found it artistically reward-
ing to transport feelings from one medium to another. These efforts were vol-
untary and produced on a neuro-physiological level where words are formulat-
ed in the brain; thus on an intentional level. This disqualifies them from natural
synaesthesia, where the transitory pathways between different sensory areas are
believed to take place on a more primary neurological level, a state that can be
reached artificially by way of drugs, starvation or lack of sleep.55

It is more than understandable though that being a synaesthete was some-
thing many artists wished to include in their artistic biography. Estimates
show that only one in 25,000 individuals belong to this exclusive group, and a
vast majority of these are women – 90%.56 This decreases the probability of a

53. Ibid. pp. 6–13.
54. Ibid. In their article “Was Scriabin a Synaesthete” B. M. Galeyev and I. L. Vanechkina
put into question that Scriabin had the ability for real co-sensation and suggest that his
colour-tonal analogies were more likely associative, see Galeyev 2001. 
55. Baron-Cohen & Harrison 1997 pp. 109–123; Frith & Paulesu 1997 pp. 123–148.
56. Cytowic 1997 p. 17 and Baron-Cohen & Harrison 1997 p. 119. 



man being a synaesthete to one in 250,000 people. Of course the fact that
being a synaesthete is something extremely rare means it would guarantee an
air of sophistication to the artist and function as a mark of quality in his work.
And I say “he” because it is male artists by far who are crowned with the abili-
ty of synaesthesia in the literature of art history. 

widening of senses in guro’s 
and matiushin’s sense

In the case of Matiushin and Elena Guro, this is also so. As I see it, it was in fact
Guro who provided the crucial input on the ideas of synthesis, synaesthesia
and colour observations in nature which resulted in Laws. Eager to found a
new kind of art and theory on art and colour, Matiushin put forward as one of
the main tasks in his research “to comprehend nature and the world as a single
whole organism, by a new working method which operates in four directions:
touch, hearing, vision and thought; and to create and develop in the artist a
new culture and a new organism of perception.”57This subdivision of the per-
ceptual apparatus was part of the “new working methods” at the GINKhUK
Department of Organic Culture.58 It was Guro who was the “real synaesthete”,
and the source of these “new working methods” but her early death meant she
was unable to realize all her ideas on cross-modal extension and colour. 

In summary: The vision Matiushin was interested in was not the use of the
eyes we normally apply to vision as given to us by nature, but vision defined in
a completely new way. 

In Matiushin’s Extended Vision, the eye was only one part of the visual
apparatus, which functioned together with the ears and the skin as the
“peripheral system of perception” centrally organized by the brain.59 In a
report to the local authorities for the academic year 1923–24, Matiushin pre-
sented as the goal of the GINKhUK Department of Organic Culture “to
develop the whole organism by way of training in order to 1/ strengthen the
whole system of sense organs (tactility, hearing and sight) and 2/ to develop
the brain as the powerful central conjoining organ through continuous exer-
cises with all the sensory organs simultaneously”.60 From this point we will
dissect each part separately before making them merge.
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57. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1. d. 32. list 45. 
58. “Perifericheskoe vospriiatie”, TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45.
59. Ibid. d. 71 l. 18ob. 
60. Ibid. d. 21 l. 56. 
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Tactility

In a GINKhUK report, Matiushin described the skin to be the first level of
Extended Vision defined as “primary vision”.61 Another report says that: “In
research on depth or surface, approaching objects by touching them, walking
around them, that is by using different kinds of motion, tactility, to experience
different spatial positions of objects, we have found a lost path which leads us
to a more meaningful visibility.”62

As our primary sensation or “primary vision”, tactility, was seen as the axis
and organizer of all other sensations.63 In Extended Vision the skin was defined
as controller and unifier of the other sensations on a primitive level.
Matiushin also saw the skin as the fundament for “conscious vision” insofar as
it is “a susceptible consciousness for a number of subconscious reflexes”.64The

61. Ibid. l. 45. Cf. Vischer 1873 on “touching as a coarse kind of seeing, seeing as a fine kind
of touching”, p. 3. In art theory, Alois Riegl polarized styles into “haptical” and “optical” in
his famous Spätröhmische Kunstindustrie, first ed. 1893, see Riegl 1973 (= 4th ed.) pp. 24–26.
For a good overview of tactile perception, see also Eriksson 1998 pp. 49–78. 
62. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 l. 20 ob. The conviction that knowledge is innate and
only needs to be revealed again, redolent of Socrates’ uncovering of the inborn knowledge
of the slave in the Meno, permeates the whole of Matiushin’s thinking.
63. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Nauchno-issledovatel’skaia rabota v GINKhUKe”. 
64. Matiushin 1976a p. 169. 

Matiushin at the KORN exhibition (Collective for Extended Vision) 1930. On the
wall it states: “Changes of colour and form through extended vision.” 



material studied was primarily that growing in nature: plants, roots, twigs,
cankers on fruit trees, etc. Moving indoors, a series of laboratory observations
were made on sensations of tactility with different materials: metal, stone,
bone and crystal.65

Hearing

Producing music, the listening to sounds, was such an important aspect of
Matiushin’s worldview that he even planned a sequel to Laws where the
sound-colour relation would be more comprehensively presented.66

If tactility was the first stage of Extended Vision, hearing was the second
stage in the understanding of space.67 Together they formed what Matiushin
termed the “peripheral system of perception”.68 In the same way as vision and
tactility, sound was to be perceived in a complete 360° radius.69 In the explo-
ration of space, which was a basic part of expanded vision, hearing was incor-
porated as a method of judging space: “the distance hammers on the ear-
drum, enabling us to estimate space”.70

Tests described by Baron-Cohen & Harrison (1997) have verified that
coloured-hearing is the most common form of synaesthesia, auditory stimu-
lation causing visual experience being the most frequent.71 In other words:
sounds evoke images of colour. Matiushin’s laboratory carried out experi-
ments where different tones resulted in the changing of already existing
colour samples (red, green, yellow and blue).72 The experiments were then
further elaborated to include observations of light impressions simultaneous
with sound and touch input. The concern was with contrasts between
straight and curved lines, primary and complementary colours, “dissonance”
in colour, sound and tactile material. The observations on colour applied
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65. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45. In Itten’s propaedeutic course at Bauhaus, as well as
in Tatlin’s courses at VKhUTEMAS in Moscow, experiments with tactility and vision were
conducted. Matiushin and Tatlin began to cooperate at GINKhUK on organic construc-
tivism and tactility, a collaboration which was interrupted when Tatlin left for Moscow. 
66. Matiushin 1931b. p. 2 f.
67. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45.
68. Ibid. d. 71 l. 18ob. When discussing the peripheral part of the visual system in colour sci-
ence today, it is the eye which is referred to, while the brain is the central part of the visual
system. See Kaiser & Boynton 1996 p. 276.
69. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45.
70. Matiushin 1976a p. 169. 
71. Baron-Cohen & Harrison 1997 p. 3 and p. 109. 
72. A blue and a yellow screen (4¬3 meters) were used respectively for observations on how
the colour of the screen changed in the perception of the test people, when listening to the
sound of treble, alt, tenor and bass monochords. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 l. 15ob.
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“special models extending the visual angle”. These models included the “tac-
tile timbre” (colouring of sound) belonging to the surface of the object and
“sound timbre of overtones”. All these different aspects were observed in their
“mutual influence of contrasting tones during Extended Vision; and simulta-
neously the influence on the backplate of the anterior model, the contrasting
sensations of vision and touch, the vision of motion, as well as the full 360°
visual angle; sound timbre of a new consonant and dissonant harmony, plus a
complete surround of sound and touch”.73

All these different qualities together constitute the visual aspect of Extend-
ed Vision and as we see here they are so closely linked with other sense data that
to separate them completely from each other is not quite possible. 

Vision

In a plan for the research to be carried out at the Department of Organic Cul-
ture from 1924, vision was defined as the third stage of spatial intelligence.74

As a painter and colour theorist, colour and vision were decisive characteris-
tics of Matiushin’s worldview. Vision with the eyes was the most important
sense faculty both in synaesthetic impressions and in Matiushin’s Extended
Vision. Thus sight was his chief investigative object. In addition to observa-
tions, he also elaborated on a number of training exercises to sharpen and
develop the visual processes.75

Vision is the most conspicuous sense faculty, and the main carrier of visual
information is colour – chromatic and achromatic. Visual experience has dis-
tinct qualities not found in any other type of sensual experience. Colour is such
a quality. Contemporary research has shown that vision is our most important
sense faculty since, more than any of the other senses, it provides us with a rap-
id and complete orientation, e.g. of a room or a situation. Colour, chromatic
and achromatic, has a number of tasks here: it transports visual information,
and is the factor facilitating the process of synthesis.76Colour is also prominent
in synaesthesia and influences form, contour and perspective factors important
to our orientation ability.77 In all times, colour vision has been a crucial part of

73. Ibid. d. 21 l. 45.
74. Ibid. 
75. Laws pp. 11–14. Matiushin 1976a. 
76. Derefeldt 1994 pp. 6–7. Worthy of note is that the hierarchy of the senses is an old
theme of human thought. Already in ancient Greece, it was taught that there might be some
concealed affinity between seeing and touching, see Beare 1906 pp. 9–91. I am also aware of
the tradition from Locke, Diderot and Herder onwards on the importance of haptic expe-
rience. With my focus on colour however, I will not pursue that discussion here. 
77. Cytowic 1989 pp. 254 ff, Gibson 1966 chapters 10 and 12.



our survival. Colours directed the actions of primitive man in the search for red
berries in a green surrounding, and allowed discernment of dangerous animals.
Today, although the surrounding we have to survive in has changed on a super-
ficial level, colour is nevertheless the most important bearer of information in
e.g. complex traffic situations, and a useful tool in drawing our attention to
media, advertisements and trends. But Matiushin’s interest in colour vision was
not limited to functions necessary for survival.

We have seen that hearing and tactility, in Matiushin’s sense, include more
than one property. This also applies to sight. Extension of vision had varying
characteristics, e.g. the “two channels of sight” and their combination
through training,78 appearance of afterimages (colour and light reflexes in the
eyes)79 and the extension of the visual angle to 360°.80
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78. Laws pp. 11–13.
79. Ibid. p. 18. 
80. Matiushin 1923 p. 15. 

Laboratory observation of colour circle with widened visual angle. GMI SPb.
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Combination of daytime and night-time vision At night all cats are grey, said
Goethe in Faust, a poetic way of describing that as dusk falls our ability to see
colours fades. This can be observed in the Swedish forests with traditional red
houses, houses that become almost invisible from dusk onwards, except for
their white corners. During daytime vision the cones are in function (photo-
pic vision) and at night the rods (scotopic vision). An intermediate level is
dusk when both the rods and cones are working – what is termed mesopic
vision. Physiologically, the receptor functions are transferred from the colour-
sensitive cones to the light-sensitive rods, with the perceptual result that blu-
ish objects seem brighter compared to reddish ones, which seem blackish.
This fact, termed the Purkinje shift, was explained in the historical breakt-
hrough of Freiburg visual physiologist Johannes von Kries (1853–1928), who
proposed two systems of photo-receptors in the retina, the cones and the
rods.81 The cones are responsible for colour vision and function during day-
light with a maximum sensitivity of approx 555 nm. The rods on the other
hand, are responsible for nocturnal vision with their maximum sensibility of
approximately 505 nm. This means that colours which during the day appear
to have the same lightness, e.g. red and blue or green, will shift and appear dif-
ferent when darkness falls. Because of the sensitivity of the rods to shorter
wavelengths the bluish colours will seem brighter at dusk than reddish ones. 

In Laws, Matiushin subdivided the abilities of the eyes into the “central
sight” of the fovea which is active during the day producing sharp contours
and bright colours and the “peripheral sight” of the outer parts of the retina
which gives motion and light-and dark contrasts and is used at night.82What
Matiushin wanted to achieve by the combination of the abilities of all recep-
tors in the retina was a 24-hour ability to see colours clearly, irrespective of
light conditions, in addition to motion and depth. This is a combination and

81. For the Purkinje shift, see Purkinje 1825, pp. 109–110; Helmholtz 1924 pp. 357–365;
Gouras 1991b, Derefeldt p. 26; Tonnquist 1995 p. 136. Normann, Perman & Hallett 1991 pp.
146–162. Kaiser & Boynton 1996 pp. 124–126. 
82. Laws pp. 11–13. Observe the difference between Matiushin’s “peripheral system of per-
ception”, which includes hearing and tactility described above and the “peripheral vision”
which concerns only the peripherical part of the retina in the eyes, see Laws pp. 13ff. These
notions of “central” and peripheral sight” seem analogous to what today is called “parvo-
magno systems”, currently of great interest within perceptual research to psychologists and
physiologists. Lennart Högman, Department of Psychology at Stockholm University called
my attention to this research. Thanks to psychophysical experiments, Livingstone and
Hubel could state that the human brain processes information on form, colour, motion and
depth in different “channels” independently of each other – the “parvocellular and magno-
cellular pathways” and “interblobs”, see Livingstone & Hubel 1987 and 1988, Gouras 1991c
and 1991d and Valberg & Lee 1993. 



modification which von Kries’ Duplicity Theory (Duplizitätstheorie) explicitly
referred to in Laws as “two channels of sight”.83 In short, von Kries’ theory on
the “subjective visual field” divided the visual faculties into foveal (yellow
spot) cone vision and the peripheral rod vision. According to von Kries, the
cones in the centre of the retina can only mediate colour, and the rods in the
excentric part of the retina can mediate light, dark and movements but not
colour.84

In Laws Matiushin explained the combination of central and peripheral
vision, suggesting the possibility of uniting abilities from different animals:
”The falcon, the seagull, the finch, the goose and the duck, all of whom need
sharp eyesight, have two yellow spots in each eye; predatory animals and ani-
mals which flee in order to save their lives have different angles of vision. The
lion for instance, has a visual angle divergence of 10°, while the hare has
170°.”85 In daytime we use the central part of the eye with a visual angle of 2°,
which is the focus. Here the yellow spot of the retina with its concentration of
cones is active, producing an intensely coloured image with sharp contours.
Once it is darker, we use the whole of the retina including the peripheral parts
where rods predominate. The rods produce a less sharp and colourless image,
but have the ability to transmit images of moving objects.86

According to Matiushin, it should be possible to learn this whole process
by active training, and once learned, to apply it at will. In Matiushin’s Extend-
ed Vision, the abilities of the central part of the eye would be extended to the
peripheral parts of the retina and vice versa, which would result in the ability
to see clear colours sharply not only in daylight but also at night, and through-
out the retina. The combination of central and peripheral vision would also
result in the connecting links between different objects and their surrounding
becoming visible and at the same time the sensation of motion would be fully
integrated into the whole visual field and not isolated from the centre.87 The
small yellow spot with its 1–2° of the visual angle can, according to Matiushin,
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83. J. von Kries was carelessly referred to as “Kriz” without any further precision, see Laws
p. 12. 
84. von Kries presented his Duplicity Theory in 1923, but had announced similar ideas
already in 1905. For a commented presentation on the Duplicity Theory in English, see
Helmholtz 1924, vol. II, pp. 345–394. This explanation of a retina, with light sensitive rods
and colour sensitive cones as well as that of photopic and scotopic vision, is generally still
scientifically acceptable, with the modification that the periphery does actually sense
colours, albeit rather bluish ones, see Bowmaker 1991 pp. 110–111; Gouras 1991c pp. 163–167
and Tonnquist 1995, p. 130 and p. 137. 
85. Laws pp. 14–15.
86. Ibid. p. 12.
87. Ibid. p. 13. 
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not produce an image wider than “a narrow tube”, or a “beam”, whereas “indi-
rect” night vision has the advantage of using the “whole breadth of the eye,
from edge to edge”.88 Here, Matiushin shows he obviously believed that the
anatomical shape of the organs, i.e., yellow spot and the surface of the eye, is
instrumental in their ability to transmit visual sensations. To Matiushin the
size of the yellow spot and the periphery of the eye thus relate directly to the
size of the visual angle. This is a peculiar feature of how Matiushin saw func-
tions of the eye as a direct correspondence to their anatomical appearance.89

To some extent von Kries’ Duplicity Theory coincided with Matiushin’s
belief in the eye’s capability of adapting to different circumstances. Kries also
described daytime and night-time vision combined, where the two visions are
isolated from each other in daylight and at night, but meet during dawn and
dusk. The rods and cones function together in dimmed light. When it is not
fully dark or too bright, the two modes of vision, daytime and night-time, are
automatically applied.90 What von Kries described, was simply the Purkinje
shift due to the shifting light sensitivity of the eye from longer towards short-
er wavelengths at dusk. That was the closest von Kries came to producing a
combination of the two visions. He never, however, suggested training to
achieve a combination of the two modes of vision, as proposed by Matiushin.
If von Kries studied the automatic adaptation of vision to a changing sur-
rounding, Matiushin’s Extended Vision produced a qualitative difference of
the seen which itself is not necessarily changing. 

Colour and light reflexes in the eyes The next ability to be sharpened and
then consciously put to use was the ability to develop afterimages, coloured
images in the eye. Matiushin gave an example of when he was sitting in the
garden at midday looking at a green bench “over which a startlingly beautiful
luminous blueness floated by, surrounded by an amazingly dense lilac tone,
and the shadow of the bench seemed deeply violet. But as soon as I tried to fix
what I saw into something stationary, the spell of the bewitching colours was
brutally interrupted”. Matiushin said this taught him that colour is something
“animated” and that in the case of colour, accommodation is not fruitful.

88. Ibid. p. 12. 
89. As with so many of his ideas, he maintained this one over the years: the shape of the
bodily organ produces a percept of the same shape. In Matiushin 1916–20, he compared the
anatomy of the flat retina with the inability to see in more than two dimensions, i.e. only
flat surfaces: “When we had understood the character of the flat retina, we realized the
necessity to train it in order to perceive volumes […] and to force the eye […] to perceive
depth.” 
90. Kries 1923, pp. 158–159 and Helmholtz on Kries 1924 pp. 345 ff. 



Here rather, “disinterest”, “displacement” and a “sliding look” are important
factors “unintentionally embraced in the expanded field of vision”.91

In Laws Matiushin’s explicit account of afterimages and complementary
colours mainly derived from the Soviet physicist and biophysicist Petr Petro-
vich Lazarev’s (1878–1942) General Theory of Ionic Excitation. Lazarev’s argu-
ment on afterimages was based on the trichromatic theory of Young-
Helmholtz (1852), from which knowledge on phenomena such as successive
and simultaneous contrast originate.92 Lazarev’s most successful book Ionna-
ia teoriia vozbuzhdeniia (Die Ionentheorie der Reizung) was published in Russ-
ian and German the same year (1923).93 It described afterimages as luminous
colours which appear inside the eye when observing an external colour as the
result of “ionization”, i.e., a diffusing of a light and colour sensitive substance
in the rods and cones. It is during this very process of decomposition that the
afterimages are said to be produced.94Although Lazarev used a whole chapter
to describe “light sensations in peripheral sight”, he discussed the natural
adaptation of the eye due to changes in illumination,95 thus including none of
the important characteristics of Matiushin’s Extended Vision related to train-
ing.96

The Brain as a ‘Thinking Eye’ 

The fourth factor converting touch, sound and visual sensations into images
of perceptions, was the “brain” (mozg). As stated earlier, to Matiushin himself
the ambition of his training program was to strengthen the whole system of
sense faculties with the skin as the primary sense organ, the ears as the second,
the eyes as the third and the brain as the fourth and organizing factor. In 1924
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91. Matiushin 1976a pp. 182–183. 
92. Laws pp. 16–18. The Young-Helmholtz three-receptor, or trichromatic, theory is, with
modifications by amongst others Maxwell, valid still today and is often used for the study
of colour blindness. On Helmholtz’ system as understood in the past, see Boring 1950 pp.
300–305 and in the present, see e.g. Tonnquist 1995, pp. 17–19; Gouras 1991b pp. 4–6 and
McGrew 1985, p. 232
93. Lazarev 1923a and 1923b. 
94. Laws p. 16. In fact, Lazarev explained afterimages caused by light stimuli rather than
colour. Lazarev could not produce as satisfactory an explanation for the coloured afterim-
ages which were of greater interest to Matiushin because, in colour vision, he said, “optical
properties” and the “problem of the retina, where different colour sensations occur” are
“not yet fully elucidated”. Lazarev 1923a p. 71.
95. Ibid. pp. 41 ff. 
96. In addition to the ionic theory of excitation, Lazarev examined processes of physical
adaptation, mainly of organs of vision but also of hearing, taste, and smell, but without any
proposed training as with Matiushin, cf. Lazarev 1950–57.
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a report presented the overall concept of the entire laboratory work.97 The
brain was necessarily involved in unconscious sensations making their way
into our consciousness – our becoming aware of them. This important aspect
of Extended Vision – the conscious eye – was not included in Laws. Although
the 360° visual angle or vision without use of the eye were not mentioned in
Laws, the all-around visual angle was always an important ingredient in obser-
vations made. “The research of the mind”98 Matiushin says, “encompasses
and brings together all the general mass of impressions into one unified grasp
of the world.”99

Vision without eyes In a GINKhUK-report from 1925, Matiushin compared
observational results achieved without using the eye, to results of impressions
where Extended Visionwas used.100Along with the successive widening of the
visual angle all the visual centres in the brain would be successively included –
an idea which received empirical support in the GINKhUK laboratories. I will

97. The report signed by Matiushin March 1, 1924. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 56.
98. “Mysli” translates as ‘cogitation’, ‘thoughts’, ‘idea’ ’reflection’, ‘notion’, ‘conception’,
‘mind’. The adjective derived from the same root would translate as ‘mental’, ‘intellectual’;
the verb “myslit’”– ‘to think’, ‘to reason’, ‘to conceive’. Elsevier’s Russian-English Dictionary
1990 Part 2, and The Oxford Russian Dictionary 1997. 
99. Plan on the methodical work of the Organic Department from 1924, signed by
Matiushin. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45. 
100. Ibid. d. 48 l. 23 (1925).

Matiushin. Scheme for perceptual possibilities. 
Drawing 1924. RO IRLI f. 656. d. 40. l. 14. 



explain Matiushin’s work with the cortical processes by three examples from
his experiments. Firstly, vision with the back part of the brain outdoors with
open eyes; secondly, brain activity in nature with closed eyes; and finally neck
vision in the laboratory with closed eyes. 

Neck vision Matiushin wanted to widen the visual angle to a full 360°, thus
incorporating an awareness of the occipital part of the brain as an active visual
centre (occiput is the rear of the head).101 Matiushin’s way of giving his stu-
dents practice, as part of his GINKhUK postgraduate program, was to take
them to the embankments of the Neva River opening into the Gulf of Fin-
land, where he made them sit with their backs to the river while painting it,
much to the astonishment of the passers-by. “They sat with their backs
towards the river, painting it!” the conservative landscape painter Albert
Benois exclaimed. When he saw Matiushin and his students sitting with their
backs to the Neva River, he was convinced he had met with a group from a
mental asylum.102The ultimate goal of the training programme was to change
man’s perception of the world. “When observing a model from the side, I
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101. Today, we know that the occipital part of the brain is the cortical part that shows max-
imum increase in activity during visual stimulus (measured by a PET scan). Illustration in
Livingstone 2002 p. 48. 
102. From A. Ostroumova-Lebedeva Avtobiografiia, Moscow 1951, vol., 3, p. 20, quoted
from Rakitin & Rakitin 1991 p. 59. Albert is not to be confused with his more famous rela-
tive Alexandre Benois (1870–1960).

Section of a human brain seen from below. From Livingstone 2002.  
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made students imagine how it would look if seen from the rear. And vice ver-
sa – when showing the rear, I made them imagine it from the side. In this way,
they were able to see objects from four sides simultaneously.”103

Observations in nature with eyes closed In addition to the use of a widened
visual angle, Matiushin made his students take part in observations on “brain
activity in nature” with eyes closed. With this in mind, excursions were made
outside Leningrad. Various places were sought out such as the tops of small
hills, lakes, fields and dense forests. The textural relief of the surface as well as
the “inner structure” of the terrain of the earth, the water, the sky [sic! M.T.]
were studied, as well as other materials such as fields and trees.104 All sense
organs except the eyes were used here: the nose to smell and, together with
the skin, to sense the degree of humidity, insect bites etc; the ears to listen to
the sound of their own footfalls, to hear animals and birds; the whole body to
feel the changes in rhythm when walking in different topographies and to feel
how deep a foot would sink into the ground. While outdoors, it was impor-
tant “to give a painterly image to the experience of elements of non-visual per-
ceptions”.105 When back in the laboratory, the differences between the docu-

103. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Akademiia khudozhestv”.
104. Report of results from the Organic Department for 1924–25. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1
d. 48 l. 23. 
105. Ibid. d. 71 l. 17. The nature-observations took place in Tarkhovka in the vicinity of
Gdov and in Strugi, Leningrad district.

The human brain. From Livingstone 2002.  



mentation from spatial impressions without the eyes and with Extended
Vision were compared.106 This practice aimed to activate various areas in the
brain connected to various senses in order to generate new channels between
them. Faktura, the surface of objects, was an important factor to investigate,
including as it did colour, volume and space. 

Afterimages without the eyes As we already know, successive afterimages
can appear after staring at a coloured field and closing the eyes.107 That
colours appeared with closed eyes, i.e., without stimulating the anatomical
body of the eyes, was something that the GINKhUK colour laboratory found
necessary to investigate further. In the laboratory experiments, the whole sur-
face of the retina was to be exposed to visual perceptions of coloured rounded
models “with the back” turned to the object of observation, thus activating
the occipital visual centre of the brain.108Other experiments on “back reflexes
of the visual centre” used lamps with coloured filters, instead of painted
models. A research plan from 1924–25 states that three experiments on light
models in a dark room were carried out.109 They produced, in addition to
more exact data on how afterimages occur inside the retina, evidence on the
participation of the brain in the appearance of colours. 

In the article “On the perception of volume and colour. Article and
description of experiments” by Matiushin’s assistant, Boris Ender, we are giv-
en an alternative explanation where there is no clear-cut border between
vision and the activities of the brain.110 “In the elementary handbooks in
physics, this [afterimage] phenomenon is explained as the eye tiring from the
one colour, and therefore its opposite, the ’complementary’ emerges. We did
not find this explanation satisfactory however. Instead we were interested in
how the brain develops this complementary colour.”111 To demonstrate that
vision is not a passive registration but an activity and that the brain takes a cru-
cial part in this, a number of laboratory experiments were arranged. The
hypothesis to be tested was that the visual angle is a complete 360°. Therefore
the visual field of the test-person was limited to the neck. “To prove that the
brain takes an active part in colour vision, independently of the retina”, the
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106. Ibid. d. 48 l. 23. Watercolour sketches from these and other observations in nature are
published in Rudenstine 1981 plates 535–681.
107. Matiushin explained the colours of the third folder as the contrast effect which appears
when eyes are closed. Laws p. 28. 
108. Research Plan for 1924–25. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 60. 
109. Plan for 1924; TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 47.
110. Written in 1924–25. Non-published. Boris Ender RGALI f. 2973 op. 1 ed. khr. 8. 
111. Ibid. l. 2. 
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visual field of the test-person was covered completely and only the back part of
the head was left free. The rest of the visual field was screened off by a cowl,
leaving no trace whatsoever of the beams of light to the eyes. In a dark room a
model illuminated by a reflector was placed behind the test person at a dis-
tance of 1–4 metres. The test person had access to a light switch and when a
sensation was perceived the lamp was switched off. The result of the experi-
ment was “surprising”: if a red model was shown, the sensation it produced
was green, that is, not the direct colour, but its complementary. “From this we
traced the source of the complementary coloured afterimage to the cortical
part of the brain”, Matiushin’s assistant concluded.112

In 1926–27 the laboratory work of the Department of Organic Culture was
divided into “research on peripheral perception” and “research on brain activ-
ity”.113 The observations were not only to be registered as accumulated infor-
mation, but were also to be actively used in the training programme leading to
the ability to extend visual possibilities and thus to expand the brain. What we
know about the activities of the brain is that by nature they constantly
respond to a number of unconscious reflexes. What Matiushin wanted to do
with these automatic reflexes was to master the cerebral processes involved,
with the conviction that they would eventually result in a complete con-
sciousness accompanying all experiences. Matiushin wrote in the essay “The
Artist’s Experience of a New Dimension”, that as human beings, we should
embrace the ability to control whatever input we want. We ourselves should
learn to choose what we want to see and to extend our visual possibilities
beyond what has remained hidden in our brain, in this “box made of bone”
and “learn to master” these possibilities.114 Matiushin compared the “uncon-
scious eye” with the camera.115 If neurological processes were excluded from
vision, the eyes would be but passive mirrors – the eyes would be ”dead”.116

But it was important along with the “act of vision”, “what and how much of all
this [everything visible] the machine of our consciousness appropriates”. He
wanted to “liberate narrowly accommodating human vision” which would
“automatically expand the intellect and cognition of the world”.117 Without
awareness, we would not see. “The Artist’s Experience of the New Dimen-
sion” was a GINKhUK produced text that Matiushin worked on all through

112. Ibid. l. 4–5. Similar questions are researched today. For a brief account on the visual
pathways, see Kaiser & Boynton 1996 pp. 276 ff.
113. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1  d. 71 l. 18ob.
114. Matiushin 1976a p. 169.
115. Ibid. p. 167. 
116. For an exciting analysis on the “dead” eye in Dutch art, see Alpers 1983 chapter 2. 
117. Matiushin 1976a p. 167. 



the 1920s parallel to Laws. Here the terms “rasshirennoe zrenie” – Extended
Vision – and “rasshirennoe soznanie” – extended consciousness – were used
indiscriminately.118 For Matiushin all sense impressions were related to
vision, but the highest level of vision in the training programme did not
involve the physiological eyes, but the direct inner eye – to gain direct contact
with the mind. Developed vision was believed to extend into a developed
mind. There was to be no border between eye and mind. 

360° panorama painting Where did Matiushin get his inspiration for a 360°
optical radius? Byzantine icon-painting monks had known for many
hundreds of years that the visual centre is based in the rear part of the brain.
When talking to the icon painter Johannes Deurloo, the latter spontaneously
pointed to the back of his neck when describing where he visualizes the
finished icon before starting to paint it.119 Additionally, Helmholtz was only
one among many scientists who wrote on the “posterior nodal point” in the
19th century.120 But I will argue for what I consider to be yet another a source
of inspiration: Panorama painting. 

In 1900, the 39 year old Matiushin visited the Exposition universelle in
Paris. This first and only trip abroad overwhelmed him with a kaleidoscope of
new impressions, especially all the new art. The Paris exhibition showed a
condensed selection of different contemporary art movements from through-
out the world. Matiushin liked Manet, Monet, David and Degas, but the
greatest impression made upon him was by the Swiss panorama painter Gio-
vanni Segantini (1858–1899). “I was filled with enthusiasm from Segantini’s
paintings at the Exhibition […] He builds his forms with sequences of
coloured strings and achieves an extreme expressivity of light and motion”,
Matiushin said later in his memoirs.121

Panorama-paintings or “round-paintings” were very popular in the 19th
century. It was the Irishman Robert Barker who in 1787 abolished the central
perspective and instead placed the spectator at the centre of the painting. The
panorama (Greek: all-embracing view) with its round horizon, showed “la
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118. Matiushin 1976a passim. 
119. Verbal communication. National Museum, Stockholm, January 2002. Deurloo stud-
ied icon painting on Mount Athos in the 1970s, the holy centre of Byzantine icon-painting
situated on a secluded island with twenty monasteries in the Greek archipelago. On the links
between the Byzantine and Russian Orthodoxy, see Ouspensky 1992 pp. 207–285. 
120. Others were Volkmann, Bartels, Tourtual, Lotze, Meissner, Tschermak and Wundt. A
more philosophical side of the problem, i.e. perceptions leading to a “unity of mind”, were
considered by Herbart, see Helmholtz 1925, vol. III, pp. 229–232. 
121. Matiushin 1933–34 and Povelikhina 1991 p. 95.
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nature à coup d’oeil” – “nature at one glance”.122The large cylindrical panora-
ma-pictures presenting a full 360° view were exhibited in specially construct-
ed buildings which could easily be dismantled and moved on to the next
town.123 In the 19th century, panorama paintings toured Europe together
with circuses and market-buffoonery. The panoramic round paintings were a
way of showing exotic places to a mass audience. In Russia, where vast dis-
tances made travelling difficult, these artificial journeys, showing cities such as
Berlin, Venice, Paris and Constantinople, were very popular and regular
events both in St. Petersburg and Moscow. And vice versa. In Paris in 1900
one of the highlights was a 950 metre roll-painting (moving panorama) show-
ing towns and stations along the Trans-Siberian Railway, with spectators sit-
ting in a real train compartment in order to sharpen the illusion.124

In Paris 1900, Segantini contributed with six oil paintings, ten works on
paper and the panorama painting “Alpentriptych”.125 Segantini had worked
since 1896 on his panorama painting of the Swiss Alps region Engadin. Meas-
uring 22 metres in diameter and 20 metres in height, the round painting was
intended to be the largest panorama painting ever. In front of the painting
would be a 16 metre high mountain planted with real alpine herbs and plants.
The audience could walk 315 metres along a path leading to a viewing plat-
form. Faux-terrain showed the varied ways of life in the Canton, including
geological, botanical and zoological life. To perfect the illusion, the panorama
included electrical fans, hydraulic devices and acoustic effects.126 Due to
Segantini’s death in 1899, the Gesamtkunstwerk of the Alpentriptych was not
finished, but Matiushin was still able to see three large panoramic paintings
entitled “Life”, “Nature” and “Death” together more than ten metres long.127

Normally, the panorama painters used academic painting techniques.
Segantini however, was an exception. He belonged to the Italian symbolists

122. Weber 1993 p. 21.
123. When spectators had paid the entrance fee, they walked through a dark passage, in
order to become accustomed to the dimmer light compared to the daylight, up a stairs to a
viewing platform where they were completely surrounded by the painting, receiving the
impression of standing on a hill in the middle of a landscape. In front of the painting, plants
and stuffed animals were placed, which not only hid the frames of the paintings but also the
transition from the three-dimensional room to the two-dimensional painting. The skylight
was hidden by a large umbrella which reflected light onto the painting giving an impression
of natural light, see Oetterman 1995, pp. 72–83. 
124. Sehsucht 1993 pp. 248–249. 
125. The Alpentriptych was presented in the Italian Pavilion, see Segantini 1999 p. 204.
126. Sehsucht 1993 p. 192. 
127. Il trittico della natura 1896–99. Left section La vita, 190¬322 cm; central section La
natura, 235¬403 cm; and the right section La morte, 190¬322, oil on canvas, Segantini
Museum, St. Moritz.



and was inspired by German romantic painters such as Caspar David
Friedrich and Philipp Otto Runge, the latter also being a colour theorist.128

Segantini expressed his spiritual ideas corresponding to nature with wavy
lines in a pointillist style reminiscent of Edward Munch and Georges Seurat.
In his paintings Segantini combined the optical illusions of impressionist
complementary colours with the new inventions in black and white photogra-
phy. The panorama view had developed alongside 19th century camera lens
developments resulting in panorama photography or panoptique, circular
photography with an angle of exposure of 360°. With their common denomi-
nator of optical invention, there was often a connection between photogra-
phy and round-paintings. L.J.M. Daguerre, for example, who was one of the
pioneers in photography, worked as a stage designer at the same time as he led
diorama painting in Paris.129

One possible reason for Matiushin’s interest in Segantini was his activities
as a photographer. Matiushin became interested in photography around the
turn of the century and continued to be an ardent amateur photographer all
his life. With help from the camera as a device for reflecting life in black and
white images, he pursued studies of vision in order to strengthen the vision of
colour in a 360° circumference: from Extended Vision, over the ‘dead’ camera
eye and the “animated” colour, on to the painted canvas.

conclusion 

As the title “Not Art, but Life” suggests, Matiushin ascribed to his work a
capacity to participate in and to change life itself. For Matiushin colour vision
was literally instrumental in shaping his worldview. It was the way in which he
saw – perceived – and consequently comprehended his surrounding world.
Colour was both a method and a goal – Laws a way of presenting it. Matiushin
wanted to extend the innate abilities of the perceptive apparatus so as to become
more refined, abilities he presented as Extended Vision. Colour vision theory
became his method of formulating the way he apprehended the world – not
necessarily with words but innately – by way of colours. To Matiushin, his pre-
vailing philosophical worldview directly determined what a painter painted. 
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128. The painter Phillipp Otto Runge published his text on colour in Hamburg 1810 as
FARBENKUGEL oder Konstruktion des Verhältnisses aller Mischungen der Farben zueinan-
der und ihrer vollständigen Affinität; mit angehängtem Versuch einer Ableitung der Harmo -
nie in Zusammenstellungen der Farbe; where he added dark and light values in a three-
dimensional sphere to the two-dimensional colour-circle. See also Stromer 1997. 
129. Daniels 1993 p. 36.



As in all his synaesthesia-related thought, Matiushin attempted to recon-
cile the different perspectives of physics, physiology and the perceiving sub-
ject. He used findings from experimental psycho-physiology and perceptual
psychology made primarily in Germany in the 19th century, discoveries which
still form the foundations of what we know of colour vision today. Extended
Viewing was not limited only to different activities of the eyes but involved
other sense faculties as well. At Svomas and GINKhUK, a training pro-
gramme was developed to amalgamate these different aspects of vision
extended into other sensory modalities. How did Extended Vision differ from
synaesthesia? Smell and taste included in the traditional definition of synaes-
thesia are exchanged by Matiushin for cortical activities, thus stressing the
body-mind part. Extended Visionwas presented at four levels, beginning with
tactility as the most basic form, continuing with hearing and vision, and with
cognition as the fourth level of spatial intelligence.

Matiushin suggested that by way of training, it should be possible to unite
the visual abilities of different animals, such as for example the sharp but small
visual angle of the lion, with the broad angle of the hare where detecting
motion is more important. The result would be the ability to see sharp con-
tours, motion and all colours in full, independently of light conditions. In
addition to the training of the retina to see sharply and colourfully at any level
of lighting, the next level of vision did not include the eyes at all. 

According to Matiushin’s manifesto on Zorved, knowledge about the visu-
al centres in the neck part of the brain was precious to the artist. Somewhere
here, in the extension of the visual angle to 360°, with the resulting changes in
spatial apprehension which apparently come with it, the flowing together of
the senses appears to take place. Matiushin’s concern was not with the associ-
ations to feelings sometimes used to describe colours but rather with the per-
ceptions. He also wanted to turn involuntary linking of the different senses
into conscious action, an ability he believed could be handed over to coming
generations by way of inheritance. Extended Visionwas seen as the next evolu-
tionary step in human interaction with the environment where visual impres-
sions were not isolated from their spatial surroundings. 
Extended Vision included the concept of a large field of vision, possibly

even a full 360°, which would correspond more to real circumstances and of
factors of practical importance in painting and design. Other factors adding to
the complexity of colour design are movement of the perceiving subject and
changing light conditions. These were problems that would be solved
through training. A thorough programme for the development of the senses
was developed by Matiushin and his group. Matiushin used the findings of a
number of internationally well-established scientists such as Hermann von
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Helmholtz, Johannes von Kries and Pëtr Lazarev, but his idea of a training
programme for the extension and amplification of our innate potentials of
vision was solely his own. His focus was on the very process of change, where-
as the actual image perceived did not necessarily have to change. 

What is our current knowledge of colour vision? Contemporary research
on perception has shown that the most important function of vision is to
grasp motion, form, colour and three-dimensionality. We also know that the
interaction and strengthening between these involves complex processes and
that the cortical brain section which shows maximum increase in activity dur-
ing visual stimulation is the occipital part of the brain. These insights coincide
with what Matiushin said in Laws some decades earlier, although he lacked the
technical facilities to prove his hypotheses with the sort of accuracy nowadays
possible. However, as an art-historian it is beyond my competence to evaluate
Matiushin’s research on vision in any true depth. But as far as the body-mind
are concerned issues of great interest for Matiushin, neither he nor anyone
today can give any satisfactory answers.
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CULTURE





6.  Still Before the Veil

Artists have always been knights, poets, and prophets of space in all eras. 
Sacrificing to everyone, perishing, they opened eyes and taught the crowd 

to see the great beauty of the world which was hidden from it. 
matiushin, 1913 

Standing on the bare ground, – my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted 
into infinitive space … I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents 

of the Universal being circulate through me; I am part or parcel of God …1

r.w. emerson, nature, 1836

In the previous chapter the aspects of Extended Vision presented were largely
connected with physiological activities of the physical body. This flesh-and-
bone aspect was the one focused on in Laws. However, there is much more to
say about the world of ideas behind what became published. At this stage it
may therefore be useful to look at the main trains of thought in some of
Matiushin’s other writings which I believe are of utmost importance to
understanding his approach to colour. To be sure, Matiushin worked until
1934, but a considerable part of his ideas go back to the first fifteen years of the
20th century. 

This chapter will discuss Matiushin’s pre-revolutionary parallels to his
colour concept and compare his views with other teachings of his time. In
other words: it is a survey of what other eyes saw; eyes in the near surround-
ings of Matiushin. I will show similarities, but also differences. 

I will discuss some of the influences on Matiushin in the field of evolution
into a higher organism – a new man – and I will point out how these influ-
ences differ as far as colour and vision is concerned. I will go into issues impor-
tant for Matiushin’s overall colour concept, issues that were not explicitly pre-
sented in Laws but that coloured many of his pre-revolutionary activities and
were much discussed in his other texts. I will work with the spiritual side of
Extended Viewing and also elucidate something on the immaterial side of

1. The romantic poet pantheist R.W. Emerson (1803–82) was very popular in Russia.
Emerson was the head of the transcendentalists in the USA and formed a colony in the
countryside influenced from classical German idealism and Fourierism. 
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colours. This includes Matiushin’s interest in Eastern philosophies, in Russia
often introduced by theosophists. 

Decisive for the understanding of Matiushin’s theory of colour, however
not explicitly presented in either the text to Laws or anywhere else, were the
two concepts Organic Culture and Spatial Realism. That Matiushin ascribed
great importance to these notions is witnessed by the naming of his Workshop
for Spatial Realism at Svomas 1918–1921 and Department of Organic Culture at
GINKhUK and GIII 1923–1929. Spatial Realism and Organic Culture must
thus be understood as the overall framework of the activities that took place at
his colour laboratories. In many of Matiushin’s texts, he used the terms
Organic Culture and Spatial Realism as if they were self-evident, although
they definitely are not. In previous chapters I have sketched some ideas con-
nected to Organic Culture that permeate the understanding of Matiushin’s
fundamental ideas on colour. In this chapter, I will examine Spatial Realism
which opens up the metaphysical side of Matiushin.

The fundamental colour theory problem underlying this and the follow-
ing chapters relates to dealing with where in space colour is really situated;
that colours seem to float around somewhere in space and it is difficult saying
exactly where. Does a piece of cloth have the same relation to its own colour as
the sky? This enigma has tricked wise men for many centuries. As sometimes
argued, the red of the tomato is not more a part of the tomato, than the pain
caused by the knife is part of the knife. One difference in our experience of
colour and pain however, is that the pain is felt within our own body, whereas
the colour seems to be out there.2

matiushin’s spatial realism

A child of his own time, Matiushin naturally posed this problem differently.
As so many of his contemporaries (as witnessed from the Bauhaus and De

2. On modes of colour appearance see Katz 1935. For a discussion on “colour-as-we-experi-
ence-it”, see Maund 1995 pp. 5 ff. 

Maria Ender Colour in Space. 1920s. 4 x 39 cm. Private collection.



 Stijl) Matiushin tried to explain colour in space by ascribing to it one material
and one immaterial side. In his essay on cubism and the “higher dimensions”,
Matiushin established that “in space lies the most profound understanding of
the world”.3 This statement shows his great involvement in the problem of
colour as a phenomenon floating between the subject and the object, also out-
lined in other texts that remained unpublished during Matiushin’s life.4

In Maria Ender’s preface to Laws, she defined Matiushin’s artistic and sci-
entific work as conditioned by Spatial Realism. Here Spatial Realism was
defined as an understanding of the fine arts as “spatial culture”.5 “Spatial cul-
ture” or the “spatial arts” include painting, architecture, sculpture, graphics,
design, photography, theatre, etc. and was a concept frequently used among
leftist artist. The spatial arts are connected with formalism in the sense that for-
mal spatial characteristics including colour, form and composition are ele-
ments that the different art forms have in common and by which ultimately a
synthesis of the arts could be formed.6

New vision = new consciousness

The ultimate vision would open up a completely different reality – a new Spa-
tial Realism. So how to reach higher realities? In Matiushin’s view, by Extend-
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3. Matiushin 1913 p. 31. 
4. Matiushin 1916–20, 1933–34 and 1976a. 
5. Ender 1932 pp. 6–7. 
6. The spatial arts was a topical notion in the 1920s debates at INKhUK.

Matiushin. No title (Multi-Dimensional Landscape), 1913–14. Private collection.
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ed Vision. In some of Matiushin’s texts however, he stated “extended vision is
a means to an extended consciousness” – rasshirennoe soznanie.7As we saw in
the previous chapter, Matiushin organized a training programme to open up
channels between different sense centres of the brain and through this devel-
op a new kind of perception. The training programme should lead to height-
ened awareness of otherwise automatic processes. Those who mastered the
exercises would be able to play on cross-modal capacities in an intentional
way. The training or cultivation of bodily organs and sense faculties were to
open a new path to a new consciousness, the basis of which could be manipu-
lated and eventually completely transformed in order to see reality as it truly
is: a new Spatial Realism. In his unpublished memoirs Matiushin said: “We
are like instruments and we regulate our consciousness, whether we become
an axe or a razor blade”.8

Matiushin was inspired from the Hindu yoga tradition, where it is be -
lieved that learning includes the whole organism simultaneously. In the essay
“The artist’s experience of a new dimension”, meditation and yoga were given
as important tools. Through observation, meditation and yoga, Matiushin’s
conviction was that the artist would become capable of seeing the world
“without divisions and borders”. Through exercise, one should be able to uni-
fy everything around oneself, in front and behind “not by memorizing”, but
by “learning to see with the back of the head, with the top of the head, with
the temples and even with the footsteps, in the same way as the Hindu yogis
have learnt to breathe not only with their lungs, but with their whole bodies”,
Matiushin promised.9 Eventually these exercises would lead to even more
exhuberant insights: “The deep subconscious liberates viewing; the field of
vision becomes free, wide and indifferent to alluring spots of colours and
forms. By way of inner concentration the visible world enters our eyes from
one edge to the other.”10

As we have seen in the previous chapter, for Matiushin, thinking was one
of the senses and a fundamental aspect of extended vision. With his inclusion
of the mind in his variant of synaesthesia, the influence of Matiushin by East-
ern philosophies comes forth. In Buddhism and Hinduism for example, the
unity of body and mind is seen as a prerequisite for a true understanding of the
surrounding world. This means that the individual has transcended the “illu-
sion” of the world, becoming able to see “uncovered reality”. Through coop-

7. In his last text for example, the post-revolutionary part of his autobiography, Matiushin
1933–34 chapter “Akademiia khudozhestv”. 
8. Ibid.
9. Matiushin 1976a p. 186. 
10. Ibid. p. 183.



eration between sense-organs the “doors of perception”: sight, hearing, smell,
taste, touch, and mind-consciousness will lead to “dharma” or the path to the
“fundamental truth” in terms of a “six-fold consciousness”.11

Pantheism

In St. Petersburg before World War I the interest in nature and pantheism was
great among the intelligentsia. Some of the Russian futurists expressed attrac-
tion for the city such as Vladimir Mayakovsky in his urbanist poems, a trait he
shared with the Italian futurists.12 But many of the Russian futurists, includ-
ing Guro and Matiushin, rejected the city.13 This interest in the mysteries of
nature, they share with Franz Marc, Piet Mondrian and Mikalojus Ciurlionis,
also they were fascinated in metaphysical reality and animated nature.14With
their interest in nature and organic wholeness and synaesthetic unity,
Matiushin and Guro belong to a more nature-oriented trend emanating from
German romanticism and the second generation of Russian symbolists.15

They were even closer to their interest in animated nature than the decadent
aspect of symbolism. It was more the pantheistic outlook of the second gener-
ation symbolists painters of the Blue Rose group with Pavel Kuznetsov who
had studied for Viktor Borisov-Musatov and the younger generation of poets
such as Andrei Bely and Viacheslav Ivanov which attracted them.16

Although symbolism was in vogue two decades or more before
Matiushin’s Laws was published in 1932, characteristics usually associated
with symbolism were distinctive features also for Matiushin, in spite of him
belonging to the futurist camp. The worldview of the Russian futurists and
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11. The discussion on Buddhism comes from Encyclopedia of Phenomenology 1997, pp. 85–90. 
12. For Mayakovsky and the city, see Björnager-Jensen 1977 pp. 170–188. 
13. The city aspect of the Russian futurists has been discussed in Björnager-Jensen 1977, see
also Andersen 1968 p. 241n11. Tillberg 1992b opposed this view, and instead advocated the
organic aspect of Guro. For similarities and relationships with the Italian futurists, see
Futurism & Futurisms 1984. 
14. For the Northern romantic tradition, see Rosenblum 1988 especially pp. 173–194. Here
however Russia is not included. 
15. For a survey on the beginning of Russian futurism, see Markov 1968, pp. 1–28. However,
as a consequence of the mythologisation of Guro’s personality which she herself actively
took part in, it contains numerous mistakes in her biography. Many of these issues have
since been settled, see especially Zoia Ender 1994 and 1986. 
16. I developed this thought in the paper “Elena Guro: Painter, Poet and Pantheist. St.
Petersburg – Karelian Isthmus 1877–1913”, presented at the symposium Landscapes of the
Baltic Sea in Literature and Art, Gotland University Visby November 28 – December 1,
2002. 
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symbolists corresponds in many ways.17 Symbolism, futurism and theosophy
were decisive in the forming of Matiushin’s outlook on the world, and conse-
quently also in his understanding of colour.

Theosophy

Eastern philosophies, religions and occultism, known through the theo -
sophist and anthroposophist movements were also very popular in Russia at
that time. The theosophical organization was founded by the Russian expatri-
ate Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–1891). Both theosophy and antroposo-
phy were banned in Russia, partly due to their pantheistic beliefs which were
unacceptable to the Russian Orthodox church.18 Blavatsky’s follower Rudolf
Steiner was also popular among the Russian intelligentsia and many of his
adherents went to his lectures in Helsinki, a few hours on the train from St.
Petersburg.19The eclectic theosophical cosmology combined sacred Buddhist
and Hindu texts, mystery religions, Gnosticism, neo-Platonism, Western
ancient and modern occultism, with additions from the natural sciences,
archaeology, medicine and evolutionism. This attracted the manifoldly inter-
ested Russian symbolists and futurists who strived for a synthesis of the arts. 

On May 10, 1920 Matiushin was elected a member of the theosophical
organization the Free Philosophical Association – Vol’fila in Petrograd.20

From 1919 to 1924, when it was disbanded by official decree along with all
occult movements, Vol’fila organized lectures and discussions to an audience
of up to one thousand people, mostly artists, writers, philosophers, academics
with a theosophical or anthroposophical background. Among the lectures
where presentations on the philosophy of symbolism, neo-Platonism,
anthroposophy, Campanella’s City of the Sun and Oswald Spengler’s ideas on
cyclic culture.21 Matiushin’s inauguration lecture at Vol’fila was “The artist’s
experience of a new space” which presented his ideas on how to reach fusion

17. For an interesting discussion on the impact of symbolism on Russian futurism see the
introduction to Bowlt & Matich 1996 pp. 1–14.
18. On theosophy and Russia, see Maria Carlson 1993, especially pp. 77, 114–128, 249–252. 
19. On Rudolf Steiner in Russia, see Magnus Ljunggren 1982. 
20. “Protokol N. 5 zasedaniia Soveta VFA” RO IRLI f. 79 op. 5 n. 13 l. 6; “Spisok
deistvitel’nykh chlenov VFA”, RO IRLI f. 474 n. 567, l. 1. Matiushin’s lecture on “New space”
is reported in “Otchët o deiatel’nosti VFA za 1920–21 gg” RO IRLI f. 79 op. 5 n. 11. The lec-
ture was also mentioned in a letter from Ivanov-Razumnik to the chairman Konstantin
Erberg, dated May 9 1921, RO IRLI f. 79 op. 5 n. 8 l. 46. I am grateful to Vladimir Belous
for this archive information. Matiushin’s membership in Vol’fila is also mentioned in
Carlson 1993 p. 242n9. 
21. For an introduction to Vol’fila, see Belous 1997. 



with universal consciousness. He described an evolution from the primitive
one-dimensional man to the highest level where the “four-dimensional man”
dwelled.22

This Vol’fila lecture was reworked into the already mentioned essay “The
artist’s experience of a new dimension”, finished in 1926, but first published
abroad in 1976. The theme had been developed into a description of human
vision which was initially “one-dimensional” but ultimately “four-dimension-
al”. The ability to see a certain number of “dimensions” was, in Matiushin’s
writing, directly transferred to art. In this way the “primitive” one-dimen-
sional Egyptian art with depictions en face, went on to “two-dimensional”
Greek sculpture, and Dutch portrait painters with their tiny universes of iso-
lated “monads” (with Rembrandt as an exception) ending in Spatial Realism
as the highest art form. The technique of creating colour intensity comes from
the impressionists, that of dynamism from the Italian futurists, and a hidden
reality beyond the immediately visible was advocated by the symbolists.
Cubism had defined the new doctrine of the “fourth dimension” by the syn-
chronic presentation of depth and time in their paintings.23 Spatial Realism
was presented as inspired by the best from the others and making a synthesis
of them all. 

Here Matiushin’s ideas show a clear correspondence to some of the basic
ideas of the theosophists. Both describe the universe as layered into different
“planes” or “dimensions” topologically situated above each other in an
upward moving hierarchy. The higher up one had managed to reach, the high-
er karma (particular incarnation on earth) one possessed. 

The lecture concluded with a presentation of how the fourth dimension
appears to a person with refined senses. “For him, the sky will not appear as a
painted curtain of eternity but as a continuous timeless depth”.24 This is the
”real” reality. But in order to be able to see this one has to master Extended
Vision, which was, as we know, an important part of Matiushin’s GINKhUK
research. The goal for Matiushin was to see the fourth dimension in colour. In
the following presentation I will follow his path to attain this idealist higher
reality “beyond the veil of Maya”, in Matiushin’s words.25 Humans with nor-
mal untrained vision could only see the surface of reality. This surface keeps us
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22. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 30. 
23. Matiushin 1976a pp. 163–175 and Matiushin 1913. The outline of the historical cycle that
underlines Matiushin’s work, reminds us of Hegel’s Phänomenologie des Geistes (1807). In his
construction of the arts as a part of the course of history Hegel began with Egypt and ended
in a stage of spirituality which consisted of painting and poetry. 
24. Matiushin 1976a pp. 186–187. 
25. Ibid. p. 172.
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away from knowing “true reality”.26 The influential Indian guru Swami
Vivekananda (1863–1902) explained Maya, the Sanskrit word for “illusion”, as
a fundamental idea in Hindu philosophy meaning that we normal, physical
people on this earth delude ourselves in the belief that this world of phenom-
ena is real – when it is nothing but a “cosmic illusion”.27 Matiushin asserted
that this new vision would lead to a new visibility where everything that we
see will appear as a “new way of identifying the world”.28

To Matiushin, his theosophical interest did not in any way interfere with
his enthusiasm for the Revolution he praised in his biography.29 Pantheism
and cosmic evolution as a manifestation of the spiritual absolute did not con-
flict with the development of the proletarian masses towards better education
and improved living conditions in life as lived. Quite the opposite – its chief
concern was to make everything better for the majority. There are no open ref-
erences to theosophy in Matiushin’s texts although he was a member of Vol’fi-
lawith many ideas clearly inspired from them, and he even rejected the antro-
posophist leader Rudolf Steiner.30

Lodyzhenskii 

Matiushin mentioned two sources of the term “extended consciousness”. The
first was the book Sverkhsoznanie i puti k ego dostizheniiu [Superconsciousness
and its path to realization] by Mikhail Lodyzhenskii, published in St. Peters-
burg in 1911 (second ed. 1912).31 The other was Pëtr Uspenskii’s Tertium
Organum. 

Lodyzhenskii presented two pathways to “superconsciousness”: firstly
theosophical routes including Hindu raja-yoga and secondly experiences

26. Ibid. pp. 172–173. 
27. Swami Vivekananda 1907/1962 vol. V pp. 266 ff.
28. Matiushin 1976a p. 175.
29. In 1918 he adhered to theosophist teachings and at the same time participated in revo-
lutionary decorations for the celebration of Mayday. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Mysli ob
iskusstve”.
30. Matiushin held a lecture at Vol’filamentioned by the antroposophist Andrei Belyi in his
survey on Volfila’s activities in “Vol’naia filosofskaia assotsiatsiia”, Novaia russkaia kniga,
Berlin 1922 no. 1 p. 33. Present at Matiushin’s lecture, Belyi suggested a connection between
Matiushin’s theory on Extended Vision and the ideas of Steiner, which Matiushin found
unacceptable, see Khardzhiev 1976 p. 156n3. 
31. Matiushin mentions Lodyzhenskii in an undated letter to Spandikov. GRM f. 121. op.
48 ed. khr. 2. Khardzhiev confirms this source of “extended vision” to Lodyzhenskii, but
then incorrectly states that Matiushin started to “develop his own painterly system ‘extend-
ed vision’” thus confusing Matiushin’s method “extended vision” with his painterly system
“spatial realism”. Khardzhiev 1976 p. 132. 



from the Russian orthodox asceticism tradition – podvizhnichestvo. He
claimed: “Consciousness would not be the same, if a person received impres-
sions directly from another world, not the physical, but from finer spheres,
and cognized these spheres with organs other than the five senses. If that per-
son could evolve a special vision, an ability to reach other visions would be
developed.”32 This kind of consciousness is beyond our normal conscious-
ness, Lodyzhenskii continued, and “therefore we call it Superconsciousness or
Extended Consciousness (Sverkhsoznanie or Rasshirennoe Soznanie). (Italics in
the original.) Lodyzhenskii says he took this term “from Annie Besant’s writ-
ing”.33 Annie Besant (1847–1933), together with Charles Leadbeater, was one
of Blavatsky’s followers who led the theosophical movement. In her book
Theosophy and New Psychology (Teosofiia i novaia psikhologiia) Besant wrote
about “apparitions of mystics, saints, clairvoyant yogis and developed
occultists”. These are, Lodyzhenskii continued, people who “all acknowledge
the prophetic value of dreams and the higher conditions of human conscious-
ness” which is altogether nothing but “the penetration of vibrations from
higher worlds into the physical brain which higher human bodies can appre-
hend”.34These higher, finer spheres, or conditions of consciousness are called
“astral”, “mental” and “spiritual”.35

177Still before the veil

32. Lodyzhenskii 1912 p. 5. 
33. Ibid. p. 6.
34. Ibid. p. 5. 
35. Ibid. 

“Superconsciousness and its path to realization” by Mikhail Lodyzhenskii.
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The concrete path to this was, according to Lodyzhenskii, the practice of
raja-yoga which he described in a whole chapter. The goal was a condition of
“higher consciousness including ecstasy”.36 This condition of “higher super-
consciousness”, samadhi in Sanskrit, was to be reached through the “cultiva-
tion of certain states of consciousness” where one concentrates on “thought-
waves” and mastering “one’s will above the body” by the pure action of will –
actions seen as inaccessible to the normal human mind.37The sources on raja-
yoga that Lodyzhenskii used, are the Indian Sutras of Patanjali and texts by
Swami Vivekananda, both translated into Russian before World War I.38 In
addition to the Indian sources to the term “higher consciousness”, Lodyzhen-
skii also referred to the Greek and Russian traditions of orthodox monachism
and the Russian “mystic-philosopher” Vladimir Solov’ëv.39

To my understanding, the visions or apparitions, “videniia”, that
Lodyzhenskii referred to embrace foremost emotional, mental and mystical
states of ecstasy. These were certainly important sources of inspiration for
Matiushin, but in his search for a more concrete method for “extended con-
sciousness” he had to look further. 

Uspenskii’s hyperspace

Matiushin’s other source for “extended consciousness” was Pëtr Uspenskii’s
Tertium Organum.40 Uspenskii’s book appeared the same year as Lodyzhen-

36. Ibid. chapter XII. 
37. Ibid. p. 14 and chapters X–XII. 
38. Swami Vivekananda Filosofiia ioga: Lektsii o radzha ioge, so vkliucheniem aforizmom
(sutr) Patandzhali (The Yoga Philosophy: Lectures on Raja-Yoga with Patanjali’s Yoga
Aphorisms), Sosnitsa 1906. Bkhakti ioga (Bhakti-Yoga) 1914, Karma ioga (1913) and
Dzhnana ioga (Jnana-Yoga) 1914. 
39. Lodyzhenskii 1912 pp. 6–12. Lodyzhenskii’s reference to the Greek tradition is Dobro -
toliubia, a collection of texts of 3,000 pages in five volumes, that present the experiences and
prayers of orthodox ascetics and apostolic fathers who mastered “extended consciousness”,
ibid. p. 8. The texts were originally written between the fourth and the fifteenth centuries
and gathered together in the 18th century by the two monks St Nikodimos and St Makarios
of Corinth of the monastery Holy Mountain of Athos and published in Athens in 1782. The
first edition of these Greek texts appeared in Slavonic language as far back as 1793. In
English they were published as Philokalia Vols. I–VI in 1979–1995. Lev Tolstoi was also
interested in the expansion of consciousness, and discussed this at a meeting with
Lodyzhenskii at his estate Iasnaia Poliana in 1910, the year of Tolstoi’s death. 
40. Uspenskii 1911/1992 p. 85. Uspenskii 1911/1992 was translated into English as Tertium
Organum. The Third Canon of Thought: A Key to the Enigmas of the World, New York,
Alfred A. Knopf, 1922. Other books by Uspenskii are Chetvertoe izmerenie: Opyt issle-
dovaniia oblasti neizmerimago [The fourth dimension: an experiment in the examination of
the realm of the immeasurable] 1909, Novaia model’ vselennoi [A new model for the uni-



skii’s – in 1911. In the article “Of the Book by Gleizes and Metzinger Du
Cubisme” from 1913, Matiushin referred explicitly to this book: “I permit
myself to turn in the form of a premise to some pages of the interesting book
Tertium Organum of P.D. Uspenskii, which confirms to the highest extent
many theses concerning the new phase of art – Cubism and the attributes of
the fourth dimension.”41 If Uspenskii introduced the concept of a “fourth
dimension” as a “hyperspace reality” in Russia,42 Matiushin was the one to
bring this fourth dimension into connection with art.43

Pëtr Demianovich Uspenskii (in the West he called himself Ouspensky,
1878–1947) was one of the most influential theosophist mystic philosophers in
Russia before World War I. He lived in St. Petersburg and he and Matiushin
knew each other personally. 

The theosophists and symbolists shared an idealist worldview, believing in
a metaphysical reality often described as ”the fourth dimension”, an idea very
popular in Russia during the late 19th and early 20th century. In 1919 Ein-
stein’s General Theory of Relativity redefined the fourth dimension as time, but
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verse] 1914. His Chetvertoe izmerenie [The fourth dimension] and Simvoly Tarot [Symbols
of tarot] were published in the journal Vestnik Teosofii [Theosophical herald]. Uspenskii
broke with Theosophy in 1914, but his principal writing was already published in Russian
before that. In 1915 he met the mystic Georgii I. Gurdieff and following that he always
described himself as a follower of Gurdieff. Uspenskii died in England in 1947.
41. Matiushin 1913 p. 25.
42. Henderson 1983 p. 245. 
43. Matiushin 1913 and Livshits 1933 p. 133. 

Matiushin’s copy of Uspenskii’s book Tertium Organum. Private collection.
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around the turn of the century, the “hyperspace” theory of the fourth dimen-
sion was especially popular in Russia. This hyperspace notion, was first stud-
ied by the art historian Linda Darlyle Henderson in her highly interesting
book The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art.44

The hyperspace variant of the fourth dimension was a place where the concept
of time was included, and where time and physical laws such as gravity, mag-
netism and electricity which functioned in specific ways on three dimensional
earth behaved differently in the fourth dimension. 

The fourth dimension as “hyperspace” was a different ontological reality,
separated from the traditional mathematical notion of the fourth dimension
as time.45 In Tertium Organum, Uspenskii forwarded his argument on an
evolution to the fourth dimension through summaries from other mystic and
idealist thinkers, some of whom in this way were introduced in Russian.
Uspenskii popularized ideas associated with the fourth dimension and made
them accessible to laymen. As an educated mathematician with professional
experience from journalism, Uspenskii was able to make a presentation of
occult ideas in a clear and coherent way which made him attractive also to
artists, such as Matiushin.

Two of Matiushin’s texts are clearly influenced from Tertium Organum,
one explicitly and one implicitly. Matiushin’s “Of the book by Gleizes and
Metzinger Du Cubisme” is sprinkled with excerpts from Uspenskii and in
addition to this, “The artist’s experience of a new dimension”, a text Matiushin
worked with during the large part of the 1920s, has obvious resemblances to
Uspenskii’s main ideas.46

As the title of her book indicates, Henderson’s argument is built around
“non-Euclidean geometry” but with her concentration on mathematical
notions she omits the most important aspects of Uspenskii’s “fourth dimen-
sion” which also carried weight with Matiushin: The fourth dimension as a
pantheistic conscious universe and the possibility of developing from lower
stages into higher by becoming a superhuman.47Wünsche 1999 considers the

44. Henderson 1983. 
45. Ibid. p. 245.
46. Matiushin 1913 and Matiushin 1976a.
47. Uspenskii’s sources for a “conscious universe” in Tertium Organum were numerous.
For example Richard Beck on “cosmic consciousness”, William James on a “pluralist uni-
verse”, Fechner’s “conscious universe”, Mach on the relation between the physical and the
mental world; C. H. Hinton’s ideas on training to reach the fourth dimension, Elena
Blavatsky from the Secret Doctrine and Isis Unveiled and other theosophists such as George
Mead, C. W. Leadbeater and Max Müller; the mathematician Riemann on the transition of
time to space in the fourth dimension, the mathematicians Bolyai, Gauss, Lobachevskii and
the difference between non-Euclidean geometry and meta-geometry, Wilhelm Wundt on 



importance of Matiushin’s relation to nature but without considering colour. 
In Tertium Organum Uspenskii describes an evolutionary development

from primitive animals who unconsciously exist in the first dimension as a
“first stage”. In the fourth stage we have reached the most advanced of crea-
tures – man who is able to spatially perceive the “fourth dimension”.48Accord-
ing to Uspenskii, there are three spatial dimensions and one time dimension.
Subsequent dimensions beyond the limitations of time-space exist, but are
accessible only to the “superhuman” who has trained his vision to come into
contact with a “cosmic consciousness”.49 When man has reached the highest
fourth stage, or a “fourth dimension”, he has become a part of the living and
thinking organism that is earth. This pantheistic idea of earth as a living,
thinking organism is thus what Uspenskii’s book escalates into, and in
Matiushin’s “The artist’s experience of a new dimension” this is what the
training to achieve Extended Vision will make man see. The ultimate vision
opening up to a new Spatial Realism. 

As I see it, the foundations, both for Matiushin’s fourth dimension and
Uspenskii’s, were an understanding of the fourth dimension in a pantheistic
sense, but with Matiushin adding colour, the carrier of all information, as the
most decisive component. 

Clairvoyance

What other sources of information did Matiushin have? In his text Du
Cubisme from 1913, Matiushin included a passage on “clairvoyance” excerpted
from Uspenskii: “The artist must be a clairvoyant: he must see that which oth-
ers do not see; he must be a magician: must possess the power to make others
see that which they do not themselves see, but which he does see.” (Italics
mine.)50 As we have seen in the previous chapter, vision, or more precisely
Extended Vision, was of basic importance for the understanding of
Matiushin’s colour theory. And here again we have an explicit reference to
theosophy in connection to vision. But Uspenskii did not delve extensively
into colour. Did any other theosophist have anything to say about colour?
And if “yes”, did it have any implications for Matiushin’s understanding of
colour vision? But first of all, what does clairvoyance mean? The dictionary
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emotional cognition, Isaac Newton on “fluids”, R. Bucke, Herbert Spencer and Max
Nordau on world consciousness and Schopenhauer on man as an organ of nature’s self-con-
sciousness. 
48. Uspenskii 1911/1992 p. 233 and pp. 238–241. 
49. Ibid. p. 222.
50. Matiushin 1913 p. 28.
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says that clair-voyance comes from the French “clear vision” and has two
meanings. Firstly it is a supposed faculty attributed to certain persons, or to
persons under certain “mesmeric conditions”, consisting of the mental per-
ception of objects at a distance or concealed from sight. The second meaning
is a “keenness of mental perception”, clearness of insight which means “insight
into things beyond the range of ordinary perception”. In the second meaning,
a clairvoyant is simply a clear-sighted person, optically or mentally, without
any occult connotations.51 My argument is that the theosophist I have cho-
sen, Leadbeater, adheres to the first meaning, whereas Matiushin fits into
both the first and the second. 

Being a mystic, Charles W. Leadbeater (1847–1934), one of the leading
theosophist theoreticians, belongs to the first meaning relating to hypnotic
conditions. Leadbeater was also one of the theosophists who wrote signifi-
cantly on vision and colour, described in terms of ascension within a hierarchy
of dimensions. Clairvoyancewas the title of one of Leadbeater’s earlier books.
Also in his Man Visible and Invisible, the ability of clairvoyance was much dis-
cussed. Here the clairvoyant is described as coming into contact with increas-
ingly finer matter which exists not only in the “world without, but also exists
in man “. In order to come into contact with higher matter “we set in motion
the mental matter within us, and a thought is clearly visible to a clairvoyant as
a vibration of that matter”.52

In Leadbeater’s universe, as described in Man Visible and Invisible, the
“planes” are not exactly places, but more states or conditions of existence. The
physical plane where animals and humans dwell is the lowest of seven planes
or stages. From “course matter” on the lowest physical plane, the “astral” and
“mental” planes consist of finer and finer matter up to the three “nirvanic”
planes. The different levels are composed of vibrations moving with different
frequency. The “highly developed clairvoyant” can see not only each plane,
which to some extent is a “world in itself”, he can see the “whole” of all the
planes together. The clairvoyant is a man who evolves within himself “the
power to respond to another octave out of the stupendous gamut of possible
vibrations, and so enables himself to see more of the world around him than
those of more limited perception.”53Neither the physical nor the least refined
senses are reliable measures of reality. For the physical man on the lowest lev-
el, the higher levels are out of reach, but the higher developed man can be
“tuned to correspond” with “lower matter” that vibrates “in a lower octave”.54

51. The Oxford English Dictionary 1989. 
52. Leadbeater 1920 p. 14. 
53. Ibid. p. 19. 
54. Ibid. pp. 71–72. 



The astral body is a double of the physical body but invisible to ordinary sight,
since it is finer than gross physical matter. A trained occultist can see other
people’s astral bodies as a cloud of colour and light. This ”aura” shows a per-
son’s state of health, feelings, character, and karma (the doctrine in Hinduism
and Buddhism stating that the sum of actions in previous lives has resulted in
the present incarnation). The astral level (sometimes called the fourth dimen-
sion) is possible to perceive through clairvoyance, drugs, dreams or insanity.
On the astral level, the double nature of man becomes visible for people with
refined senses and colours are more transparent and show “greater luminosi-
ty” than on the physical level. Beyond the nirvanic stage, in the two highest
stages where matter is so fine that it has become spirituality, colours have dis-
appeared. To Leadbeater this follows from the fact “that developed or devel-
oping psychical faculties show themselves by means of the colours which lie
beyond the visible spectrum, so that it is impossible to picture them with
physical hues.”55

To only be able to see the material, physical world, is the destiny of those
who have been punished with a low or “bad” karma. If this incarnation is a
bad one, it includes “the limitations of the physical brain”. Because the physi-
cal level is the lower, and physical sensations are lower than the intellect, the
physical eye must also be limited. Down on these low levels “colour will be
less delicate, less luminous and ethereal”.56

Leadbeater maintains that colours have different meanings. Different
emotions are supposedly represented by different colours. The lower the level,
the coarser and darker the colour. Negative emotions are represented by dark
browns, reds, greens, greys and black. Anger is represented by scarlet, vice by
brown-grey, hatred and malice by black. The emotions are often ”mixed” or
”impure” in the same way as colours: a crimson tinged with the “brown of
selfishness” is “selfish affection” whereas pure crimson represents pure love. If
“tinged with lilac, it proclaims the more spiritual love for humanity”. “Good
colours” are yellow (intellectuality), light blue (noble spiritual ideal), lilac-
blue (higher spirituality). Leadbeater believes “mental images” to be on a
higher level than “sensual thought” which is linked with the physical body.
And the higher the level, the more luminous the colours become. The mental
colours are more like “dimly-glowing fire” than colour “in our ordinary sense
of the word”.57

A few chosen individuals that are already enlightened enough (as for
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55. Ibid. p. 86 and plates II and IV. 
56. Ibid. p. 71. 
57. Ibid. p. 72 and pp. 80–86.
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example the followers of the theosophist movement) are prepared for the
ascent into higher, spiritual realms and can start working their way up from
lower physical or material existence up to their spiritual home. 

Leadbeater does not clarify how to achieve the ability to see the higher
planes and thus the finer oscillations of luminous colours. To become “clair-
voyant” is rather a diffuse development, implying the ”opening” of some kind
of ”inner eyes”. Here, the ascent to higher dimensions is a rather diffuse devel-
opment, including “awakening”, similar to a religious salvation. Not even the
chapter “How man evolves” gives any definite answers. Leadbeater does not
produce a discussion on a physical development of the eye or a concrete train-
ing programme. Instead changes of vision take place exclusively on an mental
level. If physical evolution is involved, it is by way of reincarnation, believed
by the theosophists to result in ascension to more spiritual states, and thus the
ability to see more luminous colours. 

Besant and Leadbeater “Key to the Meanings of Colours”, 
from the book Thought-Forms 1905. 



not only the what – but the how

Matiushin wanted to ascend to the higher reality of the fourth dimension, and
so did the theosophists. But, as we have seen, the theosophists were more
interested in what to attain, than the concrete path how, which was
Matiushin’s focus. 

As we have seen here in Leadbeater for example, there is no clarification of
how the ascension to the higher vistas takes place on a concrete level. For him
it seems sufficient not to think evil (dark brown or black) thoughts as a
method to ameliorate the karma, this more or less automatically resulting in a
higher position in the next reincarnated state. 

For Uspenskii art is the “language of the future” which is to present the
“fourth unity” after a development through the stages from “sensation” to
“idea”.58 Art is what “moves the psychic evolution ahead”. But Uspenskii has
no answer to how these “new forms of the human capacities” will develop.
Nevertheless, he advocates that without doubt it is the different “forms of
consciousness” as well as “means of expression” which are “constantly evolv-
ing”.59To him, the intellect was sufficient to enlarge the mind; a method critiz-
iced by his guru the mystic and yoga practitioner Georgii Gurdieff as a too
one-sided intellectual approach.60 Uspenskii was of as little help as the other
theosophists in giving substantial advice on the physical or sensory method
Matiushin was looking for. Uspenskii was not interested in physical exercises
but remains at the level of rhetoric. In vague terms he presents an abstract
hierarchy from the lower sensations tied to this world, to the higher world of
ideas, corresponding to Neo-Platonism. 

Thus if Uspenskii, Lodyzhenskii and Leadbeater belong only to the first
dictionary meaning of clairvoyance connected to vision as a mystical ability
described in diffuse terms of prayers, purification, awakening and reincarna-
tion, Matiushin belonged to both; the mystically gifted, but also the optically
clear-sighted, person with trained eyes who disposed of the obstacles that hin-
der vision from seeing the ”real world”. What Matiushin wanted was to make
the vibrations visible by a concrete training programme rather than by reli-
gious revelation or reincarnation.

Both Uspenskii and Hinton call for the necessity to expand the mind, a call
Matiushin seems to take literally, judging by his elaborate GINKhUK experi-
ments. As we have seen, Uspenskii was interested in an enlargement of the

185Still before the veil

58. Matiushin 1913 p. 26 and Uspenskii 1911/1992 p. 58. 
59. Uspenskii 1911/1992 p. 58 and p. 238.
60. See Ouspensky 1987. 
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mind – but only in an intellectual way. Matiushin chose Hinton’s method of
expanding the mind through the senses or – more precisely – the eyes rather
than Uspenskii’s intellectual path. In Matiushin’s text on cubism from 1913,
the passages on the need to train the eyes are actually summaries from Hinton
that Uspenskii included in Tertium Organum. As soon as it came to a concrete
explanation of how to ascend to higher stages, it was Hinton’s thoughts that
Matiushin quoted in “Of the Book by Gleizes and Metzinger Du Cubisme”.61

Hinton’s hyper-cube training programme 

Charles Howard Hinton (1853–1907) was an English “hyperspace philoso-
pher” whose two major books A New Era of Thought (1888, second edition
1900) and The Fourth Dimension (1904, second edition 1906) were published
in Russian in 1915, two years after Matiushin’s article that presented a direct
connection between cubist art and the fourth dimension to a Russian audi-
ence.62 From now on, by reading these complex theories in his mother-
tongue, Matiushin could himself become more closely acquainted with Hin-
ton’s philosophy on how to expand consciousness by practical exercises, an
interest which continued all through his life. In his autobiography from
1933–34, Matiushin asserted that this “diminished eye of ours” produces
unsatisfactory results in painting and that he worked on the physiology of
vision inspired by Hinton’s two books.63

Hinton’s concern was to perfect visual possibilities eventually leading to
an expanded consciousness. A mathematician and a physician by profession,
he regarded mathematics to be only theory and as such “not precisely equiva-
lent to the subject” it describes.64 Mathematics could only be an intellectual
abstraction which could never replace the possibilities of practical exercises.
The fourth dimension must therefore be understood by our senses since “if
we do not wish to deal with space shapes directly, but only treat them by sym-
bols on the plane as in analytical geometry – we are trying to get a perception
of higher space through symbols of symbols, and the task is hopeless.”65

Hinton based his method in opposition to Kant’s a priori consideration of

61. Matiushin 1913.
62. Matiushin incorrectly believed Hinton to be American, Matiushin 1913 p. 30, a mistake
Khardzhiev inherits, see Khardzhiev 1976 p. 132. Hinton’s books appeared in 1915 allowing
Matiushin to study him more closely: Vospitanie voobrazheniia i chetvertoe izmerenie and
Chetvertoe izmerenie i era novoi mysli, both Petrograd. 
63. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Elena Guro. Soiuz molodëzhi”. 
64. Hinton 1906 p. v.
65. Hinton 1900 p. 68. 



space and time as preconceptions in the mind and thus as fixed “obstacles”.66

The “thing-in-itself” is how the object really is beyond our ability to perceive
it and as a result of space as an a priori concept it is something which cannot be
known. This Kantian problem Hinton proposed to solve by changing spatial
possibilities in the mind. Instead of Hegel, Fichte and Schelling, the focus
should be on “the true successors of Kant”, the geometers of Gauss and
Lobachevskii who “inaugurated the four-dimensional era”. According to Hin-
ton they had been able to show that we are not limited to the dimensions of
height, length and breadth, but that we can conceive objects beyond these
three dimensions. There is no need to foster a feeling of space apprehension as
“a kind of veil which shut us off from nature”, Hinton maintained.67

With our “badly constructed optical apparatus – the eye” we see the objects
“deformed”. The way in which we see the objects “is solely a result of habit”
resulting from our “defect vision”. In his essay on cubism, Matiushin quoted
Hinton: “We see the objects deformed, but we know them as they are” (italics
mine).68 Hinton’s spatial concept based on Kant was obviously an important
source for Matiushin, inspiring him to his manifesto Zorved – See-Know in
1923.69 As the term See-Know indicates, seeing and knowing are both funda-
mental in Extended Vision. 

Insofar as our perception seems more accessible than time and space ”out
there”, Hinton chose instead to try influencing that which was within reach –
our own perception. Quoting Matiushin, Hinton’s idea involves “before
thinking of the development of the ability of seeing in the fourth dimension,
we must learn to look upon the objects as they would be seen from the fourth
dimension, i.e., not in perspective, but from all sides simultaneously, as they
are known to our consciousness.”70 But he realizes the difficulties himself,
confessing that “it requires some training to open the eyes.”71

So what concrete training programme did Hinton offer? How did he visu-
alize the fourth dimension? And what did the actual object of study look like? 

Hinton maintained that the only way to learn about higher matter was
through matter itself. The proposed solution was that “a direct study of space
leads us to the knowledge of higher space.”72This learning of the higher space
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66. Kant Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1781) chapter “Transcendental Aesthetics”, first section. 
67. Hinton 1900 p. 7 and p. 2. For a more thorough presentation of Gauss’, Lobachevskii’s
and Bolyai’s ideas on the fourth dimension, see also Hinton 1906, pp. 44–60. 
68. Matiushin 1913 p. 31.
69. Matiushin 1923a.
70. Matiushin 1913 p. 31.
71. Hinton 1900 p. 68.
72. Ibid. 
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was to be done step by step, all the times “avoiding” all kinds of “abstractions”
and “metaphysics” (a reassurance repeated by many mystics I have read).
Through acquaintance with increasingly complex volumes, Hinton was con-
vinced we could develop or “transcend” from “ordinary” to “higher” matter.
He preferred the term “higher matter” to “higher space” since our apprehen-
sion of anything expressed in other terms than matter is “vague and indefi-
nite”.73

The way to stretch the visual possibilities beyond ”normal” abilities was
through cubes with a successive increase in complexity culminating in a
“hypercube” or “tesseract” inspired by W.I. Stringham and H.P. Manning.
The “tesseract” should be seen as a suggestion on how a cube would appear in
the fourth dimension. These “tesseracts” were examples of “appearances of
higher matter” that were to “bring our intellect in touch with reality”. The
tesseract was made up of a large number of simple cubes. The advantage of the
cube was it’s “distinct” and “evident” form. The way to expand from a normal,
banal cube into the hyper-body was to place new cubes on each corner. Hin-
ton’s tesseract was constructed of 27 cubes, where the corners were always sin-
gle cubes. The way to make them was by using a do-it-yourself kit with cubes
which could either be ordered from Messrs. Swan Sonnenschein & Co.,
Paternoster Square in London, or else by using “Kindergarten cubes” covered
with white paper.74

In the training programme, visualization was the first step towards a
knowledge of the object. The idea behind this was that before seeing them
from the fourth dimension, meaning their not being seen from a fixed view-
point, one would have to imagine how they would look from all sides at the
same time. The way to achieve a knowledge of yet higher and higher spatial
relations which include more and more details, was by way of recognizing
what is important and what is not by disregarding all the details which nor-
mally occupy the greater part of our attention. The all-pervading question
directing to higher space Hinton formulated as: “What is that which is to a
cube or block or shape of any kind as the cube is to the square?”75

For our purpose, it is the colouring of the hyper-cubes that is of special
interest. We want to know the function of colour in the cube-system and we
also want to know how colours appear when they are in the fourth dimension
and possibly also the way they change while getting there. 

73. Ibid. pp. xiii–xiv.
74. On the tesseract system see Hinton 1906 pp. 122–202 and 1900 pp. 29–34. On how they
are made, Hinton 1900 pp. 101 ff. 
75. Hinton 1900 p. xiii.



But in Hinton’s description of the cubes, it is the spatial issue which is of
main importance and the relation to colour only comes in here. As we saw
above, Hinton considered the cube form could help us to expand our knowl-
edge of it from all angles at once. As we have seen, training to disregard unim-
portant details was a necessary step, otherwise it would not be possible to
comprehend these complex supercubes. In Hinton’s system, the initial steps
to understanding of the fourth dimension could be made with non-coloured
cubes, but eventually colours become a necessary means of grasping and
retaining the complex series of observations. As the amount of simple cubes of
the tesseract grew, each cube had to be given a different colour and a different
name. The initially uni-coloured cubes were painted in contrasting colours to
enable the trainee to orient himself in the cube. Since the practical training
included the ability to deal with a greater number of details, each side of the
hypercube was marked with a different colour. The colours were there to indi-
cate the location of different regions and boundaries of the cubes, or in Hin-
ton’s words: the colours give a “nomenclature for the points, lines, faces and
solid content” of the cube.76The colours are there to enable us to “clearly real-
ize and refer to each region of the cube”.77

The colouring of Hinton’s cubes was thus only used to clarify the con-
struction of the super-cube. What exact colours are chosen are of no impor-
tance. In the ideal world, everything would of course look completely differ-
ent, but so far “[t]hese colour-names, of course, are merely used as names, and
do not imply in this case that the object is really coloured”.78 Following this,
the colours are simply “names” that serve to help refer to each region of the
cube; but the naming as well as the colours chosen, are decided arbitrarily. It is
pure coincidence that the section between “Vesper” and “Idus” are coloured
in “dark-stone”, “chocolate” and “sage-green”.79 There is no logic as to why
they could not just as well be named “deep-crimson”, “lotus”, “arctos” and
“quaker-green” as in the case of the “Pluvium-cube”. In this way the colours of
the cubes are not there to demonstrate how colours change when transcend-
ing from the “third” into the “fourth dimension”. The cubes are only marked
with different colours in order to show to which properties in the figure they
belong, to indicate the location of different planes and regions of the cube. In
this way colour for Hinton serves to facilitate the reading of the geometrical
form. Hinton’s statement that it is hopeless trying to perceive through “a vast
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76. Hinton 1906 p. 142.
77. Hinton 1900 p. 103. 
78. Hinton 1906 p. 152. 
79. For the colour-names of the cubes, see Appendices in Hinton 1900 pp. 195–230.



system of symbols” is thus not practised here.80 Form here is thus primary for
Hinton, and colour nothing but its humble servant. With the colours being
subordinate to the form, the tale does not tell us what would happen to them
in the higher dimensions. Hinton did not suggest any visual change of the
colours as they transcend from the third to the fourth dimension. No propos-
al is given as to what could happen to colours in different dimensions. 

Did Hinton himself even seriously believe that his exercises really could
result in the ability to see a “fourth”, or “higher dimension”? Well, Hinton was
humble enough to confess that “[a]ll attempts to visualise the fourth dimen-
sion are futile”.81 And we recall that neither the cubes nor the colours could
but represent higher reality, a fact which became, as we saw, especially prob-
lematic when it came to colour. For Hinton these “exhilarating moments” of
hitherto unknown phenomena connected with four-dimensional space, find-
ings he had not himself been able to arrive at; but they were there in the imme-
diate future insofar as the three-dimensional era had already been “passed
through” and the four-dimensional already “inaugurated”. But, ”this crown”,
he said, “still has to be won”.82 It was someone else’s task to find out how the
visual appearance of colours changes when moving into higher dimensions. 

The suggestion of a training programme for the eye and the mind was
something that inspired Matiushin to continue working on this for the rest of
his life. He owed much of his energy to the input from Hinton and he knew it.
In “The Artist’s Experience from a New Dimension” from 1926, Matiushin
made the novel suggestion that comprehension of Einstein’s space-time be
made through a new way of vision. He understood that the “bold ideas on the
cognition of space by the mathematicians Minkowsky, Einstein and Planck
relate that our limited ability to comprehend the findings of the new mathe-
matics and physics is due to our imperfect sense organs.”83He worked on this
text in parallel to Laws in the 1920s. It was intended to be published in a vol-
ume with contributions from each department.84Thus, the way to go further,
was to practice the eyes further. It was a project full of promises and included
in the training programme for vision developed in the Laboratory of Colour
and Form. “The science of vision and cognition will result in a completely
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81. Hinton 1906 p. 207.
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83. Matiushin 1976a p. 160.
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new way of defining the world” was Matiushin’s modest opinion of his under-
taking, as witnessed in this text.85 This interest in Hinton suggests the ability
to combine the object ”as we know it” with the ”way we see it”, covering a
complete understanding of an object from all angles of perspective at once, or
in other words: a knowledge of a coloured Kantian “thing-in-itself”. 

conclusion

Although the description of vision in Lawswas limited to anatomy and phys-
iology, and of colour to design, these were by no means the only aspects of
colour and vision for Matiushin. 

This chapter dealt with the spiritual side of vision and elucidated the
immaterial side of colour. This included a presentation of Matiushin’s interest
in Eastern philosophies – often introduced in Russia by theosophists. With
their interests in a world stratified into different “stages” or “dimensions” and
the getting there by way of changes in our comprehension of the world,
Matiushin and the theosophists swam in the same waters. 

A new path to spatial comprehension was of constant interest in
Matiushin’s laboratory work. It constituted a fundament for his worldview
and consequently also for his colour-philosophy. 

The viewing of a fully coloured fourth dimension was what Matiushin
wanted. But then he had to overcome mere semantics. Matiushin was more
interested in the colours proper, in the phenomenology of their appearance.
Inspired by the mystic physician C. H. Hinton, Matiushin saw the opportu-
nity of changing spatial possibilities in the mind – in direct connection to the
eyes. In the same way as Hinton shunned the cul de sac of theory alone, of
expressing symbols with symbols as in mathematics or semantics, Matiushin
looked for the unity of theory with practice, but without reducing colour to
being merely a symbol which could only be about colour, but not colour in its
own right. 

From Matiushin’s text “The artist’s experience of a new dimension” we
understand that meditation and yoga were important tools in his training
programme. A new “conscious vision” was to result in achieving ”spatial intel-
ligence”. This heightened awareness was part of the Extended Visionwhich was
to enable us “to perceive beyond the veil of Maya” of the ”real” world. The
group of Organic Culture was concerned with the cultivation of the bodily
organs in order to attain a different understanding of space. This ultimate
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vision would open up a completely different “higher” reality – a new Spatial
Realism. The ability to see the image of this other world was thus believed to
be the result of sharpened perception. 

In accordance with Buddhist belief, the unity of body and mind was the
path to “uncovered reality”, the senses and the mind evinced in Matiushin’s
Zorvedmanifesto to See-Know. In contrast to the theosophists, to Matiushin it
was important to develop the ability to see better already in this life, contrary
to a path towards salvation for the chosen few. Matiushin, as a true socialist,
stressed the fact that anybody in the collective, including you and I, could
reach the higher dimensions by practical exercises. 
Extended Visionwould produce the full perception of what I would call the

”coloured thing-in-itself in the fourth dimension”. Spatial Realism was a dif-
ferent reality which only the knowing seers could contemplate. And insofar as
it was colour that became more see-able, colour was both the means to attain
the higher reality and at the same time the embodiment of Spatial Realism.
Spatial Realism would thus be a combination of cubist multiple viewpoints,
i.e., all sides of an object visible at the same time, and Kant’s thing-in-itself
painted in colours inspired by careful observations in nature, further elaborat-
ed in the colour laboratory.
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7.  Coloured Universe

The discovery of the phenomenon of radioactivity adds to the big amount of visible rays 
that we already know, another group, and we must once again acknowledge 
how limited our immediate awareness of our surrounding world is. 

marie curie, radium and radioactivity, 1904

Through the activity of our eyes the energy 
which causes colours to appear – is light. 

wilhelm ostwald, the color primer, 1916

Communism equals Soviet power plus the electrification of the whole country.
lenin, 1920.

This chapter continues the discussion on how colour can be found in space. In
the previous chapter, we studied Matiushin’s sources of inspiration for sharp-
ening the ‘immaterial’ side of vision. One of these was the English “hyper-
space” physician C. H. Hinton. In contrast to Hinton, however, Matiushin’s
main concern was colour: he could not find all the answers he needed there.
We also saw that it was Pëtr Uspenskii who introduced the “fourth dimen-
sion” as this hyperspace reality in Russia and that it was Matiushin who
brought it into art. This chapter will continue the discussion of how
Matiushin tried to detect where in space colours can be pin-pointed and how
he, as a painter, attempted to reflect these onto the canvas. 

Matiushin was not educated as a scientist, he was really an artist and musi-
cian interested in mysticism and occult ideas from theosophy and anthropos-
ophy. To him, as well as to many artists of his time (Kupka, Boccioni, Lari-
onov) colour was a mystery, but Matiushin differed from them in an impor-
tant way: he had carried out painstaking laboratory experiments on visual per-
ception for more than a decade. He himself was really interested in perception
and tried, by way of unremitting observations, to stretch the borders of what
was hitherto possible to visualize and thus to paint. 

making the invisible become visible 

During the last years of the 19th century and the first of the 20th there were
many overwhelming discoveries which completely changed understanding of
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the universe. With electromagnetism connecting two of the fundamental
forces in nature, the equating of mass with energy and light shown to be both
a particle and a wave, and the presence of radioactive waves – people began to
understand space as full of invisible waves and vibrations – lying beyond their
visual possibilities. But at the same time “experimental psychologists” dissect-
ed the anatomy of humans and monkeys, and succeeded in explaining many
hitherto unknown phenomena of the bodily functions and function of our
senses; perhaps not satisfactorily enough for a physician of today, but enough
to make immense progress in those days. 

In darkness – no colours are visible, wrote Wilhelm Ostwald in his tremen-
dously popular book the Farbenfiebel (The Color Primer) which appeared in a
number of editions from 1916. A few years earlier, in 1913, Ostwald published
his Der energetische Imperativ [Imperative of energetics] in Leipzig and in St.
Petersburg as Energeticheskii imperativ the very same year. Being both a physi-
cist and a colour theorist, Ostwald, in accordance with his contemporary dis-
course, replaced the old concept of matter with that of energy. As we can see in
the quotation above he pointed out the inter-necessity of light and appearance
of colours. Ostwald’s presumption that the universe consists of a complex net
of energies which are all connected produced great interest in Russia, and in
1921 Ostwald’s ideas on a universe built on energy was presented at INKhUK
– the Institute for Artistic Culture in Moscow.1

Interest in the invisible “hidden” aspects of nature was enormous and
many artists searched the language of abstraction to express this new invisibil-
ity. In the years immediately after 1917, this coincided with the need of the Bol-
shevik rulers for a new language of art and communication. They wanted to
spread their message of a new kind of society. Art plus science plus political
and electrical power, all this together was to form the new revolution of mak-
ing the invisible become visible. 

In the tradition of Enlightenment of which Marxism was a continuation,
light was a triumph over darkness. In the early Soviet years, city light came to
stand as a contrast to rural darkness both literally and metaphorically. Lenin
was a technical enthusiast who had fantastic plans on how to enlighten his vast
country and to integrate the dark villages into the cultural light of the cities.
This vision, considering the extreme backwardness of Russia, was described
by the science fiction writer H.G. Wells as if Lenin “has succumbed at last to
utopia, the utopia of the electricians”. And it was truly utopian. Borders on
neighbouring countries were to be dissolved by electrical grids helping to
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1. According to Düchting 1997 p. 60 and p. 63n14, Ostwald visited INKhUK in Moscow in
the 1920s. However, Düchting’s references Brendel 1986 and Loers 1991, do not confirm this
statement. 
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spread the light of communism to brothers and sisters all over the world. In
1918 a plan was made to connect Eastern Siberia with the United States and
GOELRO – the State Commission for the Electrification of Russia – had full
backing from the Kremlin.2

At bottom was the ability to see what had hitherto been invisible – an
interest that scientists, artists, communists and occultists all shared. Parallel to
this, many of the avant-garde artists were convinced they possessed prophetic
abilities allowing them to make visible with their art what others could not
see. As we saw in the introductory epigram to the previous chapter, it was the
artists who, as “prophets of space”, were to teach the great hidden beauty of
the world.3

Ether

As so many others with him during his time, Matiushin believed in the exis-
tence, of invisible substance – not air, not vacuum, not matter but ether con-
taining ‘vibrations’ – which he wanted to make visible by way of a training
programme developed by him in the 1920s.4

The ether theory, which was seriously considered among natural scientists
in the 19th century, is a concrete example on the borderland between science
and pseudo science where knowledge and imagination play with each other
and where people from different fields use different sets of playthings to build
their sandcastles. Everything that was inexplicable merged into this ethereal
substance. No trips to outer space had yet been done, only the dreams about
them were vivid.

The following description of the ether is largely gathered from Edmund
Whittaker’s A History of the Theories of Aether and Electricity (1910/1951) and
From Euclid to Eddington (1949). Among mediaeval mystics and alchemists,
ether (sometimes termed aether) was believed to be a mystical substance
which gave answers to a number of otherwise unsolvable questions. Ether was
a substance situated between lower and higher space with mystical qualities
which only allowed themselves be explained in alchemical terms and hermetic
riddles. In this ether, different physical laws were at work for different phe-
nomena, causes which were at that time still unknown. It could combine dif-
ferent qualities, letting the vibrations of light move extremely quickly on the

2. On electrification of Russia as utopia, see Stites 1989. The H.G. Wells quotation is from
p. 49. An interesting detail is that the priest Pavel Florenskii worked witt GOELRO. 
3. Matiushin 1913 p. 25.
4. Matiushin used words for vibrations, waves, oscillations like kolebaniia, volny, vibratsii,
cf. Matiushin 1916–20, TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 list. 20ob–21 from 1926–27.



one hand, but yielding like a fluid for the slower motions of the planets. The
gravitational and electromagnetic forces were not transmitted in the same way
as light. Yet, something was there to support all these dynamic forces – but
what? Natural philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth century
thought that light was propagated in an ether made of something between gas
and elastic fluid which was believed to be able to permeate all solid bodies and
to fill all interplanetary space. Science believed it was a thing – but why could
we not see it?

Some of the rays were visible to the eye, others not (remember Newton
separating a ray of sun into the spectral colours with the prism). But (already
in the year 1800) the astronomer William Herschel found that the heating
effect of the colours in the spectrum increased for example violet to red, an
effect that continued beyond the end of the visible spectrum. The thermome-
ter even showed when the invisible temperature continued to rise. This infra-
red and radiant “invisible light” from the sun was accompanied by violet at the
other end of the spectrum, disposed to chemical actions such as darkening
chloride of silver. The exploration of this invisible radiation established the
existence of a wide range of etheric vibrations that the normal eye could not
see, but which demonstrably were still essential for activities in nature. 

So if invisible violets and reds existed, as was found out on the discovery
that radiation was extended in both directions beyond the visible spectrum,
were there maybe also invisible shadows of all the colours in all kinds of direc-
tions? 

Images of fused forces 

In many articles written in the 19th century attempts were made to harmonize
the properties of different kinds of vibrations in solid, fluid or gaseous matter.
Luminous ether was seen as this reconciling matter. Ether provided sufficient
physical explanation until the 1870s when Maxwell entered the scene.
Between the physicist J. C. Maxwell’s Treatise on Electricity and Magnetism
(1873), Hertz discovery of electromagnetic waves (1888) and Einstein’s Gener-
al Law of Relativity (1919), a number of astonishing discoveries were made.
Maxwell’s discovery of light as electromagnetic rays fuses forces which had
earlier seemed unconnected. Phenomena that had so far seemed to lack any
common denominator were now described in similar terms as being “waves”
and “vibrations”. Suddenly phenomena that hitherto had been classified as
mystical could be scientifically explained, such as the invisible infra-red
beyond visible red in the colour spectrum, and the invisible ultra-violet mov-
ing with lower frequency than the violet visible to the human eye. And with
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the discovery of invisible radioactive rays, Marie Curie added to the world
more than what was possible for us to perceive. 

Before magnetism and electricity were connected into one single force, the
fundamental physical forces that keep cosmos together (gravity, magnetism,
electricity and nuclear forces) had been seen as unconnected. But with the
realization of light as electro-magnetic radiation the Electric Age had begun.
According to the Viennese physicist Stephan Thurner, the science of light was
one of the leading points at issue in the natural sciences in the first half of the
20th century.5 Research on light led to Einstein’s discovery of relativity, and
research within atomic physics derive from it as well. The quantum theory of
light belongs to the great achievements which have changed our way of appre-
hending the world. According to the quantum theory developed by Einstein
and Max Planck between 1905 and 1923, light can be defined both as matter
and energy, or in other words: waves or particles. Since then, the science of
light has developed immensely (laser, holograms, etc). For our purpose,
describing the world of Matiushin, we stop at the scientific stance of the early
20th century. 

With all these scientific findings, more and more kinds of vibrations were
brought out from the mystical ether where a different set of natural laws ruled.
But still, the need to explain cosmos even provided room for contradictory
ideas and complex facts. Differing vibrations gave the elements their different

5. For the description of light and electricity from a natural scientific point of view that fol-
lows I have used Thurner 1999, Kaku 1994 and March 1970/1996. 

The visible spectrum is a narrow band in the total spectrum of electromagnetic
energy, as shown here. From Kaiser & Boynton 1996.  



characteristics: light-waves, radio-waves, sound-waves, radioactive waves,
gamma waves and electromagnetic light-waves causing the colour spectrum.
The vibration theory was welcomed by everyone – the scientists, the occultists
and the artists – they all shared the dream of making the universe seem less
chaotic and more orderly. For example, rays of natural light are never merely
of one single frequency but a mixture of many light frequencies (remember
Newton) and these rays of natural light with their different frequencies do not
move parallel in space. Already in 1817 Thomas Young had found that sound in
air vibrates in the same direction as that of propagation whereas the motion-
pattern of light is that of transversality. To all these objections new, clever solu-
tions were found. The various motion patterns of vibrations for example,
were explained by the elastic abilities of ether making it neither solid nor fluid
nor both (Fresnel 1821). It was only with the observations on the earth’s
motion in relation to the ether, that physics abandoned the ether theory –
which was in the 1920s!6

But in the years up to the 1920s (and with the inertia so characteristic of
human worldviews for many even longer) these findings made an enormous
impact on everyday life and changed people’s way of apprehending the world.
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6. Whittaker 1949 pp. 86–111. 

Georges Chicotot, X-ray photograph of a foot in 
a shoe, 1897–98. Photo collection of Iurii Tsivian. 



199Coloured Universe

Fuelled by the new technique of x-ray photography (1895), which showed sol-
id bodies looking transparent, people began to realise that the physical uni-
verse in reality was not necessarily made up of matter at all, but could be ener-
gy. This was the visual proof that the borders between what was perceived as
real or unreal, solid or fluid, static or dynamic and between the material or the
immaterial – dissolved. Frightening! And interesting. 

All these findings of course created a fantastic image of the universe as a
pulsating whole for many artists of the time. Many artists in the beginning of
the last century, including Matiushin, made it their subject matter to “depict”
the new fantastic discoveries of the science of physics and mathematics. Often
described as “abstract art”, a subject matter is nevertheless still present,
“abstract” however, because of our inability to visualize these super-complex
ideas. During the first two decades of the 20th century, many painters were
fascinated by the vortex of a vibrating cosmos and the dynamics between the
invisible and visible. Abstract artists interested in dematerialization found dif-
ferent methods of expression. Kupka saw his paintings as “evocations” of the
cosmic vibrations and to the Italian futurist Boccioni the ether was a crucial
characteristic of a new reality.7 We have the dynamic forms in MacDonald
Wright’s and Morgan Russel’s synchromism, and in Mikhail Larionov’s sys-
tem a concentration of prismatic reflection from the edges of objects resulted
in the painted rays of “coloured dust” he described in the manifesto “Rayist
Painting” from 1913.8 In Robert Delaunay’s statement “Light” from 1912, it is
claimed that the impressionists gave birth to “light in painting”, that light was
the only reality and creator of simultaneously coloured discs of an Orphic uni-
verse relating to the “perception of visual movement”.9

Knowledge of the functions of visual perception became increasingly
important and changed the appearance of the painted images radically. But
although universal laws of physics were the subject matter of many abstract
canvasses, for Matiushin and the very composition of the painting, it was of
crucial importance to know how our vision works, because this is what
decides how the intentions of the painter reach the eyes of the spectator. With
the development of experimental physiology and psychology beginning in
Germany the 19th century (Helmholtz, Fechner, Wundt etc.), a number of
new insights on the visual apparatus and visual perception were achieved. 

7. On Kupka see Henderson 1988 pp. 323–340 and on Boccioni, Henderson 1995 pp. 25ff. 
8. For an English translation see Bowlt 1988, pp. 91–102 where it is called “rayonist”. I pre-
fer “rayist” however, as the Russian name is Luchizm from the word luch = ray. For Rayism
in an international context, see In’shakov 1999 pp. 354–371. 
9. Delaunay’s “Light” is reprinted in Chipp 1968. For an interesting article on Delaunay
from a colour point of view, see Imdahl 1985 pp. 169–192.



sounding colour 

As a professional musician, the image of a vibrating universe with music as its
supreme expression was attractive to Matiushin.

In the last exhibition of the Union of Youth exhibition in St. Petersburg
1913–14, Matiushin showed his paintings Red Sound and Sound of Absolu-
tion,10 which were among his first attempts to materialize the sound of music
on the canvas. In his Painterly-Musical Construction (1918)11 where he seems
to dissolve the borders between his own sensations and the universe with
coloured spots in wave-like, whirling motion, and from 1921 his Sound-Noise,
a series of charcoal drawings experimenting with the visualisation of sounds
that were not fixed simply to a set scale, but included a wider spectre of sounds
from bird-song or factory whistles to the howling wind.12
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10. Krasny zvon and Proshchennyi zvon both 1913. Soiuz molodezhi. Katalog vystavki kartin,
St. Petersburg 1913–14. Whereabouts unknown, see Gordon 1974 pp. 767–769.
11. Zhivopisno-muzykal’naia konstruktsiia. Kostaki Collection Thessaloniki, for colour illus-
trations see Rudenstine 1983, Cat. 528 and 529.
12. Zvukoshum 1921, charcoal on paper, 22,4 x 36,0 cm, Museum Ludwig Cologne, see The
Isms 1977. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Russkie kubo-futuristy” (first variant) 1933/34. 

Matiushin Painterly-Musical Construction (1918) oil on board, 51 x 63 cm. 



201Coloured Universe

Matiushin was a monist who believed that all existence derives from, and is
the expression of one single substance. He considered everything including
matter as energy with different wavelengths, moving at different speed, and
he was convinced of a connection existing between the vibrations of colour
and sound: “Sound consists of the very same waves as light, and attempts to
link light waves with sound waves was probably done very far back in the
past.”13All differentiation is an illusion and is absorbed into the one source of
all that exists. His universe was permeated by vibrations and waves also called
fluid, oscillations, energy, dynamics, motion, rhythm, relations and interrela-
tions that were thought to permeate the whole universe. Vibrations connect-
ed everything with everything else into a complete entirety, a “new organism”
which could be seen by those in the highest dimensions. The ability to
embrace all different frequencies and directions of motion simultaneously, to
perceive all these differentiating dynamics as one differentiated but single
wave of motion, could be unified by the one motion. To achieve the ability to
see all these waves moving at different speed was one important aspect of
Extended Vision. Matiushin describes this awareness of the whole universe in
terms of a unified higher organism – as a conscious living being.14

This recalls the Hindu Vedas where thoughts of a conscious universe gen-
erally prevail. In Isis Unveiled Helena Blavatsky, the founder of the
theosophist movement, equates the ether with the “soul of the world” a
“deity” with magical powers thanks to its magnetic properties, a “spirit of
light” a “living fire” or “Sophia – the Holy Ghost as a female principle”. This is
where the water is “honey-dew” from the Scandinavian Eddas, producing
“astral light”.15 Despite this enticing depiction, Matiushin had his own con-
cept of this new, living universe. This new, hitherto unknown, sense impres-
sion equalled an amalgamation of the self with the universe.

Inspired from Skriabin’s universally synthesised visual music, Grigorii
Gidoni planned grandiose performances with coloured light in the Leningrad
of the 1920s where Lev Theremin (Termen), the inventor of the electro-
mechanical instrument “termenvox”, performed “ether music” during the
same years.16We do not know whether Matiushin had any contact with these
musicians. He does not mention them in his work, where it is rather his own
role which is emphasised. But although they were part of the same seething

13. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 list 20 ob. 
14. Matiushin 1976a pp. 181–187. 
15. Blavatsky 1950 vol. I pp. 129–133. The anima mundi, the personified earth as a self-regu-
lating living organism is sometimes called “Gaia” by the new age-movements of today, after
the Greek goddess with the same name, see James E. Lovelock Gaia 1982. 
16. On Gidoni and Theremin, see Galeev 1980 pp. 48–49.



field of activities, it is possible they did not encounter each other. With the
artists it was different insofar as they participated in the same exhibitions and
miscellanies.

Here I will say a few more words on three of them: Kandinsky, Malevich
and Guro. Let us for once start with the men. 

Kandinsky 

As far as colour is concerned, obvious parallels can be drawn between Kandin-
sky and Matiushin. Kandinsky painted symphonies and Matiushin produced
canvasses with titles such as Musical-Painterly Construction. They both took a
great interest in Eastern philosophies, a multi-disciplinary approach, fusion
of different art forms and synaesthesia. They both wrote on colour with a spe-
cial interest in correspondences between music and colour, and they both
aimed to see beyond what the normal eye could grasp with the humble ambi-
tion of understanding the universal laws of world construction.17

Kandinsky wrote much on colour, which he included in his teaching. Parts
of the famous On the Spiritual in Art (1911) were reworked into From Point
and Line to Surface (1926), stimulated by the creative atmosphere and the
cooperation with Paul Klee at Bauhaus in Germany. He also did much to pro-
mote contacts between Russia and Germany. In his richly illustrated Blaue
Reiter almanac (1912), edited together with the German painter Franz Marc
(1880–1916) who tried to convey the vision of animals in his paintings, cross-
culture articles were published. Musicians wrote on painting and painters on
dance. The synthesis of different forms of art into a Gesamtkunstwerk was the
leading thought. Kandinsky himself wrote on stage-composition, “yellow
sound” and form, methods of compositions were analysed in the colour
music of Skriabin’s Prometheus illustrated with paintings by the “wild” Rus-
sians. The composer Arnold Schönberg wrote about his relation to written
text and also participated with the painting “Vision”. Many of the texts were
connected to ideas on colour and many of the participants were Russians.18

Matiushin did not take part himself, but knew many of the participating
artists and poets personally. Many of them participated in the miscellanies
that Matiushin published with one striking exception: Kandinsky. Of course
Matiushin must have known of Kandinsky’s work both abroad and in Russia,
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17. The analysis on Kandinsky which follows is part of the results from a forthcoming
 article. 
18. The music theoretician Leonid Sabaneev, the poet Mikhail Kuzmin, the philosopher of
religion Vasilii Rozanov the painting Burliuk brothers as well as Natalia Goncharova,
Nikolai Kul’bin and Malevich, participated in the Blue Rider.
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and it would have been very strange if Kandinsky was unaware of Guro and
Matiushin. Kandinsky was usually well-informed about the goings-on in the
art scene and quick to assimilate ideas floating around and make them his
own.19 But Kandinsky mentioned neither Guro nor Matiushin, nor did
Matiushin ever refer to Kandinsky. 

A comparison doing each respective colour system justice is beyond the
scope of this present study. Instead I will limit myself to only a few remarks.
Both Matiushin and Kandinsky belonged to the classical modernism, so from
today’s point of view they might seem similar. But although they used the
same ingredients, they both worked on their own projects, and the outcome
of the work each of them did independently of the other is very different.

In his book the Sounding Cosmos Sixten Ringbom presents Kandinsky’s
search for the “spiritual behind the perceptions”.20 In his cosmos we can rec-
ognize much which corresponds to the Matiushin cosmos (or vice versa). It is
many-layered (in the same way as the theosophists), it is full of vibrations and
fluids and it is colourful. However, it differs in some fundamental ways:
When discussing the ontology of colours, in Kandinsky’s world, they are affil-
iated with the soul mediated by feelings and emotions, which is not the case
with Matiushin. In Kandinsky’s universe vibrations and fluids are foremost of
a “psychic” quality, i.e., connected with thoughts and feelings and as such they
colour the soul.21When it comes to envisioning colour and light, Kandinsky
was heavily indebted to the theosophists and antroposophist and subscribes,
as they do, to perceiving “the reflections of the Spirit behind the colours”.22

Kandinsky read the anthroposophist Rudolf Steiner’s interpretation of
Goethe, a Steiner who more or less copied the colour concept of the
theosophists where each colour has a specific “meaning”. In spite of Ring-
bom’s certifying that Kandinsky developed a colour concept independently of
the theosophists “as he ultimately trusts his intuition”,23 I would say that the

19. Kandinsky’s book Klänge [Sounds] published in Munich in 1913 with poems and draw-
ings, strongly recollects Guro’s Sharmanka [The Hurdy-Gurdy] with its lyric prose minia-
tures published in St. Petersburg in 1909. Kul’bin, who introduced Kandinsky’s On the
Spiritual in Art in Russia in 1911 before it was printed in Germany, had collaborated close-
ly with Guro and Matiushin. He was the organizer of painting exhibitions in St. Petersburg
with both of them as participants. In the early 1920s Kandinsky wrote the important
INKhUK report on synthesis in the arts, which Matiushin must have known about, pub-
lished as it was in the government organ Izvestiia, as the programme for the institute in
Moscow which corresponded to GINKhUK in Leningrad where Matiushin worked. 
20. Ringbom 1970 p. 94. 
21. Kandinsky’s vibrating universe is described in Ringbom 1970 pp. 83–92. 
22. Cf. ibid. chapter “The Colourful Worlds of Theosophy” pp. 57–108. 
23. Ibid. pp. 85–86. 



similarities are still noteworthy. The colour scheme the theosophist Leadbeat-
er presented in Man Visible and Invisible, introduced in the previous chapter,
was roughly adopted by Kandinsky in On the Spiritual in Art with black as
malice and violet as highly spiritual. 

In contrast to Kandinsky who remained a symbolist as far as colours are
concerned, Matiushin’s coloured universe concerned perception. Matiushin
wanted to turn the invisible into something visible – not in terms of symbols
and feelings but in terms of concrete vision. And as far as the training of vision
is concerned, which is of special interest to us, Ringbom concludes: “Kandin-
sky wanted the beholder to see what was hidden behind his paintings, he
wished to reveal the inner of form to other people, but he is not very helpful in
guiding the beholder to this hidden content.”24 Thus to Kandinsky, art was
“mute” and those who could not “hear” the “echoes of music in the spheres”
seem to have been beyond his responsibility. 

Kandinsky, like Goethe, referred colours to “moral associations”, as did the
theosophists and the anthroposophist Rudolf Steiner. For example, accord-
ing to Goethe different yellow nuances bordered on either “honour and joy”
or reversed to “ignominy and aversion”, whereas the same yellow according to
Kandinsky could be of an “insistent, aggressive character” lacking “profound
meaning”.25 Matiushin did not make such arbitrary associations of colours
with moral qualities. Instead of semantics, he was interested in perception.26

Malevich

In theosophy, the one and only eternal truth was once given to humanity, but
during life on earth it became darkened by external evil. In the uncorrupted
doctrine of theosophy however, the seven spectral colours symbolising differ-
ent philosophies and religions, were unified into the “white ray of light”.27

This revelation of Truth, which can be described by using Newton’s experi-
ment with the prism as a metaphor, would according to the theosophists
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24. Ibid. p. 199.
25. Goethe 1810 § 771 and Kandinsky 1911 chapter “Language of Form and Colour”. The
anthroposophists were influenced by Goethe. For Steiner, who worked seven years on
studying and commenting Goethe’s colour theory, the chapter on the “Sinnlich-Sittliche
Wirkung der Farbe”/“Effect of colour with references to moral associations” expressed the
“higher relations between the colour world and the soul”, Steiner 1988 vol. I p. 32.
26. The “relations between the colour world and the soul” (§§ 758–920) was only one
aspect of Goethe’s approach to colour. In his chapter on “physiological colours” his world-
view coincides more with Matiushin’s, a matter which needs further study. 
27. Ringbom 1970 p. 57 describes this eternal truth of the theosophists as uncorrupted
white. 
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occur in the 20th century. And as far as the white ray is concerned, the associ-
ation to Malevich’s sensational painting White on White is not far away.

Also Malevich was interested in a vibrating universe. In his suprematism
white was a metaphor for a dematerialized “higher dimension”. When first
exhibited, his black square on a white background was placed in a corner, like
an icon mediating an ideal world to us.28

In the text Suprematism. 34 Drawings from 1920 (one year after the sensa-
tional White on White was shown at the Tenth State Art Exhibition in
Moscow), Malevich explained the meaning of his colours: “The three squares
of Suprematism represent the establishment of definite types of Weltanschau-
ung and world-building. The white square is a purely economic movement of
the form, which embodies the whole new white world-building. It also
evokes the establishment of world-building as ‘pure action’, as self-knowledge
in a purely utilitarian perfection of ‘all man’ […] it emphasises the sign of puri-
ty in human creative life […] The black square is determined economy, which
I introduced as the fifth dimension in art […] In the community they have
received another significance: the black one is the sign of economy, the red one
as the signal for revolution, and the white one as pure action […] What an
important role is played by colours, as signals showing the way.” (Italics mine,
M.T.)29

Malevich was a prolific writer and his texts are permeated with thoughts
on colour. Many of his texts were written in close collaboration with
Matiushin, and his experimental work on colour was carried out at
GINKhUK, GIII and the Russian museum in the laboratory next to
Matiushin’s. There is of course much more to be said about Malevich and
colour. Though suffice to say that Matiushin’s and Malevich’s colour concepts
differ fundamentally. as we see here above, colour for Malevich is a metaphor.
An image for something beyond itself. A symbol. For Matiushin it was not.

Guro and the ‘organic eye’

The person who really was a source of inspiration for Matiushin, was Elena
Guro. Although Guro died 1913, as long back as nineteen years before Laws
was published, her impact and influence on Matiushin’s colour theory was
crucial. But because of her premature death at the age of thirty-six, she did not
realize all her ideas on cross-modalities and colour. Instead it was Matiushin

28. For Malevich and suprematism as a higher dimension, see 
Malewitsch 1989, pp. 163 ff. 
29. Andersen 1968a pp. 126–127. 



who used her notebooks, sketches and diaries as constant sources of inspira-
tion in his work on colour and colour theory.30

From Guro’s diaries and Matiushin’s autobiography, we are given a pic-
ture of a Guro who spends the best part of her time in the countryside, most-
ly on the Karelian Isthmus, between St. Petersburg (the Russian capital at that
time) and the Finnish capital Helsinki. To Guro the city seemed inorganic and
dead. To her, the city was a “stone pocket” which prevented her from coming
in contact with the sources of organic life, the basis for her creative force.31

Early in the mornings, Guro left her house for the forest and the sea. “Guro
devoted herself to nature. She said: ‘for the seeker there are countries not yet
seen to live in’.” The artist who already has ready recipes “nature does not like,
and for them it is a closed book”, but for Guro nature revealed “like for
nobody else its ‘secrets’ of growing and dynamics”, Matiushin said in his
unpublished autobiography.32

Guro wanted to create a new visual and poetic language. It was the invisible
relations between phenomena that she looked-out for. Searching pristine forms
in prose and painting, she made close-ups of findings from her morning walks
– pine-trees, trunk, bark, pine-cones, stones, mushrooms, and found freshness
in local folklore. The everyday is streaming through the senses and she created
new words. In her poem “Finljandia” – “Finland”, Guro strove to transmit the
onomatopoetical sounds of Finnish lullabies, intertwined with the mimicking
of the wind sighing in the pine forests: “Shuiat, – shuiiat … lulla, lolla, lalla-lu
… ti-i-i, ti-i-u-u … shuiat, shuiat, … tere-dere-dere … Khu! … Tio-i … vii-i …
u”.33 Guro was believed by her contemporaries to be a natural synaesthete, in
the sense that ”real” sensations from one sense faculty trigger the perception of
another; i.e., something you hear makes you see something, or vice-versa. She
took notes of sounds during her walks, inspiring her adept Boris Ender to write
zaum-poetry. “U – ShVI – GL. V/ Kh, EV. VIU. V. UV/GVE – AV –S.V/
GLIAGL. G. U/ Fir trees and ice. Above zero. Evening January the First.”34 It
was the correspondences between the colours that made her react; the contact
where sound floats into image and sensations from different modalities met. 

The very heart of Guro’s style is impressions from careful observation.
Guro did not simply only look at her surroundings, she also practised differ-
ent observational techniques through meditation and yoga, techniques that
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30. My work in the archives on Guro has shown that she was of principal importance to
Matiushin, a subject I hope to elaborate further in a separate study. 
31. Matiushin 1976b p. 136.
32. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Elena Guro. Soiuz molodëzhi”.
33. Troe 1913 p. 73. 
34. As quoted from Zoia Ender 1991 p. 279. 
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helped her to concentrate on the rich flow from her open senses – and to let
scents, sounds, lights, shades and colours into her wide-open and non-preju-
diced ”pure mind”. This deliberate training from the “unconscious” via the
“subconscious” would result in a complete “consciousness”. Thanks to this
heightened attentiveness, comparable to an “animated embracement”, visual
impressions of colours and forms would appear different in this condition than
to the normal eye.35 She spent endless hours following the changes of colours
in nature during different seasons, different times of the day and in various
weather. In a letter from the countryside Guro the painter writes to Matiushin
the musician: “I have to play on so many tones at the same time, and master the
interrelations to such an extent, but the result will lead to such a knowledge of
how to use colours, that I will endure. I am convinced it will be worth it …”36

Guro used the knowledge resulting from this new way of looking in her paint-
ing. She combined the browns and greys of Picasso’s and Braque’s Cubism,
with colour combinations that had emanated from her own observations. 

Guro read many writers interested in pantheism. In the Russian philoso-
pher Vladimir Solov’ëv’s Sophiology, the concept of all-unity is prominent.
Sophia means wisdom and symbolises the female principle of earth, that
unites earth with the male principle of heaven theos – God. The English art
critic and essayist John Ruskin (1819–1900), one of the leaders of the English
Arts & Crafts movement and the Belgian critic Émile Verhaeren (1855–1916)
were both proponents of the green wave Guro inspired Matiushin to. She also
read Knut Hamsun, Walt Whitman, Henri Bergson and Lev Tolstoi. 

Guro and Matiushin read Pëtr Uspenskii’s Tertium Organum (Third
Organ 1911) which included a description of the human being as the ”organ”,
i. e., instrument to be refined in order to become a “new organism”.37 In this
book Uspenskii referred to the renaissance philosopher Francis Bacon’s
Novum Organum (‘New Organ’). Published in 1620, the intention of Novum
Organum was to replace logic as the “instrument of thought” of Aristotle’s
Organon.38 For Bacon it was essential to turn away from books and to learn
directly from nature. Bacon pointed out the importance of leaving books with
their interpretations, and instead turning directly to nature: “Those however
who aspire not to guess and divine, but to discover and know; who propose
not to devise mimic and fabulous worlds of their own, but to examine and dis-
sect the nature of this very world itself; must go to the facts themselves for

35. Matiushin 1976a p. 183. 
36. Quoted from a letter from Guro to Matiushin, August 1907. RGALI f.134 op. 1 d.44 
l. 204–204ob.
37. Matiushin 1913 passim and Uspenskii 1911/92 chapter XX. 
38. “Organic” and “Organon”, The Oxford English Dictionary Vol. X 1989 p. 926.



everything.”39 To Bacon, natural history was divided into three parts, where
the history of art was one: a non-mathematical science based on observations.
Goethe also compared nature to a book which should be read attentively. And
also for him it was colours that were revealed.40

“There is only one teacher – nature” Matiushin echoed Guro over and over
again. “Nature can teach us to create” he said, because “observations in nature
are a first step in order to attain a higher dimension” a “new spatial under-
standing”.41Guro was convinced nature revealed her secrets but only for those
who were “attentive” enough.42

where and how can colour be detected? 

In the ether and the fourth dimension 

In the last chapter we saw that Matiushin was very interested in the ideas of
the mystic physicist C. H. Hinton. We saw that Hinton exposed a gap in his
description between the way to reach the fourth dimension, and the way it
looks, and we discarded his tesseract system as pure semantics. But Hinton
also had a parallel narrative. When not immersed in material “Kindergarten
cubes” where colours had the mission of serving as markers for the structure
of the tesseract, Hinton saw colour in a different way. It is no wonder, howev-
er, that in the explanations on how these colours come to be, sober natural sci-
ence come to nought. The parameters he tried to combine are nothing less
than that of the ether and that of the fourth dimension as hyperspace.

So how do the ether and the fourth dimension appear? Hinton’s ether is a
layer situated between the third dimension (achievable for us earth-dwellers
including length, width, depth), and the unknown fourth dimension. Hinton
says the content of the ether is exhibited by matter which is neither solid nor
fluid, nor both.43 It is a “smooth body, along which we slide”.44This thin film,
is a “solid three-dimensional surface, not a two-dimensional surface” but the
“plane-being” is not able to see it although it is not further away than the dis-
tance of the “thickness of an atom”.45On the other side of this membrane-like
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39. As quoted from Alpers 1983 p. 100. For an interesting discussion on Bacon’s view on art
based on experience a “faithful eye” and natural history, see ibid. pp. 99–109. 
40. Goethe 1991 (1810).
41. Matiushin 1933–34 chapters “Akademii Khudozhestv” and “Masterskaia prostrans -
tvennogo realizma v reorganizovannoi Akademii Khudozhestv”. 
42. Matiushin 1976b p. 139. 
43. Hinton 1906 p. 79.
44. Hinton 1900 p. 57. 
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border is the fourth dimension where other physical rules are at work com-
pared to in the world we know. There, ordinary things appear in a new way.
Everyday objects, for example furniture, become unrecognizable, whereas
concepts like rotation, strain and elasticity “become familiar”. A wheel would
in the fourth dimension include its surrounding space and its movement but
it is “itself inexplicable as any form of motion which we know”.46

But how can we know or even come up with the idea that a higher dimen-
sion exists (if we do not simply believe it?). What evidence is there, if any, of
something akin to a hyperspace reality? Are there any hints or traces we should
be looking for? To Hinton “the laws of our universe are the surface tensions of
a higher universe”.47 And for people who are not (yet) able to apprehend the
fourth dimension only this surface is visible. In the same way as the inhabi-
tants, in the first popular fiction on the fourth dimension, Edwin Abbott’s
Flatland (1884), inhabited by two-dimensional people who could only move
in two directions (forwards, backwards and sidewards without any concept of
an upward third dimension of height), the inhabitants on earth such as you
and me, were from Hinton’s point of view not able to see anything but the
‘thin film’ of our limited reality and not the ‘real reality’ of the fourth dimen-
sion which exists behind it. This train of thought reminds us of ‘the mother of
theosophy’ Helena Blavatsky, who promised that the ether, situated in-
between the physical and the astral level, is a “bridge” from the visible world
to the invisible.48 And both the ether and the fourth dimension contain,
according to Hinton “electrical currents”, “vibrations”, “waves”, “vortexes of
motion”, “rays of different rates of vibration” and “electromagnetic light”.49

So, what is this mystical substance between material, non-material and
mental that Hinton described as “rays of different rates of vibration”? And
these “currents” and “electromagnetic light”? If we were colour-theorists in
the way Matiushin was, would it be too far-fetched to translate Hinton’s ether
into a film of afterimages floating about in space? Translate the wild currents
of electromagnetic vibrations Hinton describes in terms of hyperspace
dimensions as the appearance of complementary coloured afterimages? A
standard definition of colour in physics today is “electromagnetic structures
of light waves”.50 Even this definition would fit into this idea: That the after-

45. Ibid. p. 60 and p. 57. 
46. Hinton 1906 p. 79. 
47. Hinton 1900 p. 52.
48. Blavatsky 1950 p. 188.
49. Hinton 1900 p. 16 and pp. 56 ff and Hinton 1906 pp. 76 ff.
50. See for example Hurvich 1981 chapter 3 “The Stimulus: Spectral radiation” pp. 26–38,
or Kaiser & Boynton 1996 chapter 3 pp. 58–90.



images, floating between the objects as visible vibrations, were seen as a first
indication proving the existence of this higher metaphysical reality called the
fourth dimension; invisible to the normal eye. But perhaps Matiushin’s
Extended Vision can open up this ability for “amplitude of motion”? 

The simple, normal contrast effects that Matiushin paid so much attention
to, shown explicitly in Laws as well as in numerous GINKhUK reports, have
many traits in common with the descriptions Hinton deliver of the fourth
dimension and the ether. But Hinton was no colour theorist, and thus did not
talk in these terms. 

My argument is, that translated into the world of Matiushin, who was
occupied with practical training activities on colour perception, Hinton’s
ether “sliding along the surface” of material objects between matter and spir-
ituality with the “thickness of an atom” could well have been the luminously
coloured afterimages. Much evidence points in this direction, but is not
explicitly expressed by Matiushin himself. Matiushin says for example, that in
order to see higher space one has to realize certain facts: firstly that all sub-
stance matter is dynamic; secondly that all surfaces of matter are dynamic “like
a violin’s bow which brushes against the ether and reveals colour”; and thirdly
that all colours have to be observed in a new way, just as fragmented objects
and particles have to be connected to be drawn into the “overall warped out
flow of vibrating perpetuate colour-sound.” (Italics mine.)51What was it that
existed in the no man’s land between material and non-material, visible
between real and unreal. It was colour. To Matiushin afterimages were the
colours made visible to the attentive. They emerged inside the eyes when
looking at surroundings with the right kind of attitude. It was the afterimage
that was this vibrating substance, floating like a visual illusion between spirit
and  matter. 

In Matiushin’s world the afterimages became proof of an existing fourth
dimension. Matiushin’s aim is to achieve a vision of the fourth dimension,
which includes a full perception of the “thing-in-itself” plus the vision of
motion, such as electrical currents, waves, vibrations and oscillations that are
invisible to the normal eye. It has been proved through research on light and
colour, Matiushin says in an explanatory report from the work at the Depart-
ment of Organic Culture (from 1926–27), that colours are “vibrations” inso-
far as they, after a certain period of observation become increasingly unstable
and “neutralize themselves” by developing complementary coloured after -
images.52 The focus of the observations in the colour laboratory was to see
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51. Matiushin 1916–20.
52. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 71 list. 20ob–21 from 1926–27.
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how shapes and colours interrelate. The object of observations on form and
colour were the very connections between them, with the goal of finding the
point in space for the maximum sensation of colour intensity.53 It was by
using the central and peripheral visual angles that the connections would
appear, but only if the test person was open to the possibility of these con-
nections existing. In Laws Matiushin said that Extended Vision is to give
“some idea of the links between one thing and another and their relations
with their surroundings.”54 The links and connections and relationships
between colours and spatial surroundings thus forms the basis for all the
colour observations. 

Between microcosm and macrocosm

In contrast to the isolated objects in our ordinary world, in the higher dimen-
sions of Hinton they became connected by vibrations of “electrical action”.55

Now, the visible proof in Matiushin’s Extended Vision was the very flow of
energy that passed between objects that would unify the image of the world.
One aspect of this flow was the complementary colours, the visible ‘proof ’ of
an existing ‘adhesive’ between the objects. And afterimages merge colour and
light, at least that is the impression they give with their brightness and lumi-
nescent transparency. 

In Laws Matiushin’s account of afterimages mainly derived from the
Soviet physicist and biophysicist Pëtr Petrovich Lazarev’s (1878–1942) Gen-
eral Theory of Ionic Excitation.56 Lazarev in his turn developed the Young-
Helmholtz trichromatic theory by Hermann von Helmholtz and the British
physicist Thomas Young (1773–1829) from which phenomena like successive
and simultaneous contrast are derived.57 Lazarev described afterimages as
the result of “ionization”. It is during this process of “ionization” in the reti-
na when colour- and light sensing substances “diffuse in the capillaries” or
decompose, that afterimages become visible.58 What Lazarev managed to
do, was to give an explanation which is at the same time quantifiable and

53. Laws p. 15. 
54. Ibid. p. 13. In Laws terms connected to space, links and relationships between different
spatial objects (colours, forms) are frequently used. Terms connected to space are used
almost ninety times, which is on average three times per page. Words connotating connec-
tions, relations, interrelations, links, contact, unification, etc. more than one hundred times
(116 times) and movement, motion, changes etc, 52 times, Laws passim.
55. Hinton 1906 p. 84. 
56. Lazarev 1923a and 1923b.
57. Laws pp. 15–19. Lazarev 1923a pp. 71 ff (Russian ed.).
58. Laws p. 16. 



concretely measurable, thus acceptable even to materialist ideologists, of
something as transitory as the visual impressions of the afterimages as a visu-
al experience that continues even after the real stimulus has disappeared. 

At the same time, this materialist description could even include the belief in
the vibrating ether/4D of Hinton. The Young-Helmholtz theory showed that
colour-sensitive cones in the retina respond to waves of different lengths (long,
medium, and short) resulting in the complementary colours. When Young first
proposed this theory, he expressed himself in terms of “particles” in the retina
“each capable of vibrating in perfect unison with every possible undulation […]
limited […] to the three principal colours [where] each of the particles is capable
of being put in motionmore or less forcibly by undulations differing less or more
from perfect unison.” (Italics mine.)59 Helmholtz, who developed Young’s
proposition, ascribed great importance to what he called “specific energies of
nerves” that made it possible to unify different sensations into a single unified
sense and with his invention of the ophthalmoscope it even became possible to
measure the vibrations of the nerve impulses inside the eyes.60

For Matiushin, Lazarev and Young-Helmholtz provided scientific proof
linking the energy and vibrations in the eyes with the cosmic vibrations and
electricity. To Matiushin it was all about perception – a spectator’s relation to
surrounding physical objects. The sensation of colour would constitute the
very link between man and the universe. Afterimages appear inside the eye
when we look at coloured objects in the exterior world. Lazarev’s ions (elec-
trically charged atoms) in the retina, were the same matter of electrical action
as the ionosphere (the uppermost electrically charged layer of the atmos-
phere). And thanks to Helmholtz, Matiushin could connect the electrical
nerve vibrations in the brain to the vibrations in the sky, abilities which
according to a GINKhUK report had to be trained. “The General Plan for the
Department of Organic Culture” explicitly stated the research was “founded
on the principles of general development of all the perceiving potentialities of
the human organism to conceive total comprehension of space” (italics mine).61

To fill this required “continuum” of the “amplitude” of “spatial perception”
the most “energetic development of the functional apparatus of the nerve sys-
tem is required”, Matiushin specified in another report.62
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59. Young’s famous proposal for trivariance in colour vision was delivered before the Royal
Society of England in 1801. Quotation from Gouras 1991b p. 3.
60. Boring 1950 pp. 91–96.
61. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 24. 
62. Ibid d. 21 l. 45.
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In nature – the entrance to 4D

In this thin ‘skin’ of the ether with its heightened degree of tension, this
dynamics in the successively “finer portions of matter” would be possible to
detect. The way Hinton suggested finding these traces of “possible move-
ments” was to look for symmetrical and geometrical forms in organic life
(plants) and inorganic life (crystals).63 Plants and flowers from the organic
world embrace motion, but even stones and crystals of the inorganic world
are seen as a “presumable seat of activity”.64 In the fourth dimension, the
organic world of flowers and plants was dynamic, as well as the inorganic
world of stones and minerals. The intermediate forms between higher and
lower dimensions exist in the borderland between the organic and the inor-
ganic worlds. A possible way of realizing the existence of the higher dimen-
sions was to follow the motion of growing. 

The way I understand Hinton, is that he indirectly suggests that it is colour
which is the key indicating the existence of higher space. This train of thought
was not further developed by him, but coincided with the ideas of Matiushin
and Guro. For Guro and Matiushin in their work together, nature served as an
entrance to the fourth dimension. In a text they wrote together in 1912/13, they
said: “Growing ever slender as they recede into the sky, the branches of the
trees are like bronchial tubes – the basic element of respiration […] The sacred
earth breathes through them, the earth breathes through the sky. The result is
a complete circle of earthly and celestial metabolism. They are the signs of an
ulterior life.”65 The observations in nature were also an important source for
disclosing “ the great power of motion set free”.66 To achieve an understand-
ing of organic dynamics and formations of life, growing material such as
roots, boughs, cankers and excrescenses on trees, etc were studied. This
‘organic’ or ‘pantheist’ kind of vision and attentiveness, would lead to the abil-
ity to see what Matiushin called the “body of a parallel universe […] a living
organism”.67Could this “living organism” be included in the “animated look-
ing” that made afterimages appear in the visual processes; an important ele-
ment in the Extended Vision, described as the “bewitching colours” that “float-
ed” around the bench Matiushin saw during a relaxed day?68

63. Hinton 1906 pp. 76–86.
64. Ibid. pp. 78–79. 
65. Guro and Matiushin “The sensation of the fourth dimension” 1912/13. RO IRLI, as
quoted from Povelikhina 1975/76 p. 67. 
66. TsGALI SPb. f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45.
67. Matiushin 1976a p. 173.
68. Cf. Matiushin 1976a pp. 182–183 and chapter Extended Vision. 



In Bergson’s ‘organic time’

As we have seen above, Matiushin referred to scientists who wrote on colour-
theory, but in his search for a concordant worldview of his own he also read a
number of natural philosophers, scientists and occultists who were neither
colour-theorists nor centred on the very aspect of colour and colour-vision.
So far, I have suggested an interpretation of the ether as afterimages floating
around between what we perceive as real and what seems illusory. Now let us
see what happens if, in reading the texts Matiushin read, we focus our atten-
tion on phenomena associated with colour with the assumption that the den-
sity of transient coloured vibrations in the air is high; in short – from now on
the only thing before our eyes – is colour. Let us see what happens with Berg-
son, whom Matiushin explicitly referred to in his essay on “New Spatial Real-
ism” (1916–20) and look for connections with visuality and colour.69

The French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859–1941) was very popular in
Russia. His complete works were already published in five volumes in St.
Petersburg by 1913–14 with an additional edition of his popular L’Évolution
créatrice (1907).70
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69. The reference to Bergson in Matiushin 1916–20 did not directly concern colour, and
will be further discussed in the chapter Survival Strategy. 
70. Bergson Sobrannye sochineniia, vols.1–5 SPb. 1913–14 and Tvorcheskaia evoliutsiia
Moscow-St. Petersburg 1914. 

Guro Vase. Before 1910. Water colour on paper. 28 x 32,2 cm. RGALI.
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Many of Matiushin thoughts recall Bergson.71 Parallels can be drawn for
example to the continuous back and fourth motion between mind and nature
that Matiushin describes in “The Artist’s Experience of a New Dimension” and
Bergson’s connection between consciousness and nature in his books Matière
et mémoire 1896 and L’Evolution créatrice. In L’Evolution créatrice Bergson
described the evolution of an organic world from plant to a “supra-conscious-
ness” which is “the origin of our life” freed from “matter” and “lighting [frag-
ments] up into organisms”.72This life force is not possible everywhere but “lies
dormant when life is condemned to automatism” and waits for an active
choice.73 Matiushin also shares the belief with Bergson that the unification of
many vibrations produces the highest expression of consciousness. In Berg-
son’s own words “life appears in its entirety as an immense wave”.74

When having Bergson’s two interlinked key-concepts durée (duration)
and élan vital (life force) in mind while reading Matiushin, interesting analo-
gies to colour appear. In L’Évolution créatrice, Bergson extends his meta-
physics of possibility into a biological philosophy of a continuous creation of
something which can never be reduced to the sum total of past events. Berg-
son explained durée as the combination of presence and memory, a kind of
transparency between time and space where everything that occupies space
also occupies time and where the “immediate experience” is seen as “the pro-
longation of the past into the present”.75 To Bergson time is not so much
quantitative as qualitative. Time has to be experienced, otherwise it has “just
as much reality for a living being as for an hour-glass”.76 This qualitative lived
time is a subjective encounter and has little to do with the mechanical causali-
ty of objective reality; it is for instance not possible to measure. In this eternal-
ly protracted permanency the past leaves traces, but these traces are only pos-
sible to detect by a sufficiently developed mind. 

Could one suggest in this extended ‘now’ where the past has left traces,
that durée vitalises the colours, leaving traces in the form of transparent after-
images and other additional colour-phenomena? In Matiushin’s Laws, obser-
vations on simultaneous and successive colour effects were presented thor-
oughly in the text and constituted the basic principle for the colour charts. By

71. Matiushin and Guro had read Bergson’s Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate
Data of Consciousness already in 1911, according to Povelikhina in E. Guro 1994 p. 67. The
French original appeared in 1889. 
72. Bergson Creative Evolution New York 1911 p. 261.
73. Ibid.
74. Ibid. p. 266.
75. Ibid. p.17.
76. Ibid.



the investment of time the observed colour, for example red, starts to ‘give life’
to its complementary bluish green afterimage. Two of the three colour fields
in the charts were painted with these two opposing colours. Thereafter more
time had to be spent on looking, otherwise the effect of the trichromatic com-
bination (a possible fusion of all three colours) would not come forth. Mate-
rialized through the charts, space merged with time as ‘organic time’ – a qual-
itative aspect of time which, if invested, enabled the afterimages to emerge,
and as a further step colours to fuse the sensation of different wavelengths into
the impression of one single colour. 

Interestingly enough, Bergson talks about colours himself. He appre-
hends form as static, whereas sounds and colours – consisting of movements
and oscillations – were the very vital force itself. Apparently, the first thing we
can distinguish are “qualities”. And these qualities are “[c]olours [that] suc-
ceed colour, sound to sound” progressing “into an enormous number of ele-
mentary movements”. He also maintains that “one fact is certain, it is that
every quality is change”. Entire “reality is movement” visible as “vibrations”
and “in the almost instantaneous perception of a sensible quality, there may be
trillions of oscillations”. People who are not very sensitive “feel hardly any-
thing but movements; the others perceive quality”. Thus, “quality” in the form
of “oscillations” and “movements” materialized as “colours” and “sounds” is
what actually constitutes reality. In the world of Bergson, everything is
dynamic and “there is no form, since form is immobile and the reality is move-
ment. What is real is the continuous change of form: form is only a snapshot view
of transition”. (Italics in the original.)77

Thus for Bergson reality consists of vibrating colours and sounds whereas
forms, static as they are, do not possess the essence of what reality constitutes
life. 

Bergson’s matter lacks an independent ontological status. Instead, when
the élan subsides, life disintegrates and turns into “inanimate mass”. Here
Matiushin differs from Bergson, insofar as he does not talk so much in terms
of ontology as in terms of how to conceive it. In this sense Matiushin was not
a vitalist. More than struggling with the transcendence of a mechanist ontol-
ogy in a philosophical sense, as Bergon was, Matiushin’s interest was direct-
ed towards a heightened perception of a reality no matter how it appeared.
His intention was to change his surroundings by simply repainting them,
with his colour manual as the concrete aid. At the centre of Bergson’s philos-
ophy is the problem of creation, which he views as a cosmic process: man is a
creative being insofar as the path of the élan vital runs through him. For
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Matiushin we realize that all matter is animated by way of various visual tech-
niques that can be brought together under the umbrella term of Extended
Vision. 

As life in plants and crystals 

Matiushin read what was available to him. Marie Curie’s writings on radio-
activity were translated into Russian by 1913 and in his understanding of time
he learned not only from Bergson but also from Einstein’s relativity.78 Other
sources that Matiushin referred to were Le Bon and Lehmann.79 In his Theory
of Energetics the French medical doctor Gustave Le Bon (1841–1931) advocat-
ed that movement of electrons around the atom is analogous to the planets’
movement around the sun. Matter is inert energy and an enormous reservoir
of “inner-atomic energy”. A small copper coin, for example, would hold
enough potential hidden energy for the transportation of a goods train four
times around the earth. Another book by the same author was the popular
L’Évolution de la matièrewhere ideas on how radioactivity could emit particles
which dematerialize surrounding objects were described.80 Johan-Gottlob

78. Matiushin 1916–20 and Matiushin 1976a p. 160.
79. Matiushin 1933–34, chapter “Elena Guro ‘Soiuz molodëzhi” and Matiushin 1916–20. 

Left. Elena Guro Stone. 1910–11. Oil on canvas 69,5 x 69 cm. Private collection. Right. Matiushin
Self-portrait “Crystal”, 1917, 70x37,5 cm. Oil on canvas. Museum Ludwig, Cologne. 



Lehmann (1719–1767) was another natural philosopher Matiushin was inter-
ested in. He was a German geologist who introduced “geochronology” which
contradicted traditional static geometry. He also introduced “fluid crystals”
that could be superimposed on rocks.81

The fluid crystals of Lehmann and the inert energy in matter by Le Bon,
convinced Matiushin of the importance of surfaces in nature, the very area
where one state of matter goes through a metamorphosis into another quali-
ty. In the very borderland between these differently characterized appearances
in nature, the degree of activity was heightened. This meant that the surface of
objects contained an extreme tension, and it was possible to become aware of
this very tension. Crystal seems static to us if we do not master the Extended
Vision but if we master it, we will be able to see the vibrations of the “slowly
moving matter” that reveal colour and light. To Matiushin crystal is the “idea
of the essence” along the contours of which ever changing colours flow in and
out. “The forms remain in the essence, covered by the overall motion of
colour and light”, he said.82

dynamics of matter

Matiushin thus saw form as belonging to the object and objects belonging to
the solid world. Colours on the other hand are more difficult to grasp in that
they have characteristics that form does not have. Colours are “animated” and
move along the surface of objects, partly seeming to belong to them but at the
same time floating along and around, without being stuck to them. What
Matiushin appears to say is that colour seems to be both a part of matter and a
guide to higher reality.

With untrained eyes inorganic objects would seem ‘dead’, immobile, stat-
ic. In the fourth dimension, however, it would be possible to see the low fre-
quency waves of solid materials like stones and minerals. With cars at one
speed, people at another, trees growing at yet a third speed, to the untrained
eye the world appears scattered and fragmented. Matiushin described this in
his still unpublished autobiography from 1934, the year in which he died, as
follows: 
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80. Le Bon’s books in French were published in Russian as Vozniknovenie i ischeznovenie 
materii [The appearance and disappearance of matter] Kharkov, 1909; L’Évolution de la
matière, Paris 1905, as Evoliutsiia materii in SPb 1909. 
81. Johan-Gottlob Lehmann worked in Russia and became a member of the Academy of
Science in St. Petersburg. 
82. Matiushin 1916–1920. 
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“The task I put to my workshop was to create a new image of nature as a flow of 
matter linked together, with degrees of volume, colour, growth, weight and
form in constant flux. Nature does not allow nor give reason for static observa-
tion, and should not merely be used as an excuse for making crude deductions
from torn off fragments of time and space. It is impossible to draw a person, an
apple, a table, a tree, a street separately – everything is connected […] Motion is
life! […] and we ourselves are vibrating instruments, finely tuned by nature
itself to a degree of perception which responds to the visible forms. Our organ-
ism vibrates constantly […] via our nerve system, and with new sensations
increasingly complicated images are transmitted.”83 (Italics mine.)

As we have seen earlier, one important aspect of Extended Vision described in
Laws was the ability of the periphery of the retina to grasp motion. The com-
bination of direct and indirect vision, creating Extended Vision “provided the
maximum sensation of colour intensity”.84 In the conclusion of his essay “A
New Spatial Realism. An Artist’s Experience of the Fourth Dimension”
Matiushin gave motion yet another meaning, but it is still connected to colour
(albeit in higher dimensions): 

“1/ The energy of colour and form is immensely heightened in motion.
2/ In meditation, the anatomical eye obtains maximum colour energized by

the wider extended visual angle. 
3/ In strong motion of the body, the eye can reach a total intensity of colour

and form. These conclusions are a result of a deep comprehension of the third
dimension, forming the beginning and foundation of the fourth dimension.”85

(Italics in the original.)

In Matiushin’s world of vibrations, the border between matter and energy,
between substance matter and the invisible spiritual world was dissolved. Sol-
id matter was seen as slowly moving matter, whereas in the invisible spiritual
world the atoms were finer and rarer, and could only be apprehended by those
with a refined sense apparatus. By way of changing our perception, the illu-
sion of static matter would disappear and we would be able to see all the dif-
ferent speeds of waves or vibrations. What Matiushin imagined with his visu-
al training, was seeing these waves of movement at different speed, to be able
to grasp the colours of the different waves. The ‘total’ vision of all waves and

83. Matiushin 1933–1934 chapter “Masterskaia prostranstvennogo realizma v reorganizo-
vannoi Akademii Khudozhestv”.
84. Laws p. 15. 
85. Matiushin 1916–20.



undulations at their different paces would result in comprehension of the
fourth dimension. 

It concerned observing nature and seeing beyond. In his autobiography,
Matiushin described yoga practices where the practitioners had learned to
breath “with their whole bodies”, with their skin, with their palms and the
soles of their feet, the world appearing unified around the self “without divi-
sions and borders”.86 Instead, one would see the fluidity of all shapes and
“traces of a higher organism which is connected with everything that we see,
like heaven with earth”.87 In this way ‘real’ reality appears, but in order to be
able to see this, Matiushin stressed the ability “to know how to switch on, to
become connected, with the overall flux of everything visible, in order to slow
down or accelerate the flow. Only by knowing how to modify the motion of
the parts will it become possible to attain a new connection, a new unexpect-
ed organism, which we were unaware of, elapsing unnoticed, fragmented into
thousands of small objects.”88 Or, as Bergson put it: “/T/he progress must be
continuous, in nature, from the beings that vibrate almost in unison with the
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87. Ibid.
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Boris Ender Pine Tree, 1928. 89,5 x 67 cm. Oil on canvas. Private collection.  



221Coloured Universe

oscillations of the ether, up to those that embrace trillions of these oscillations
in the shortest of their simple perceptions.”89

In the fourth dimension, the freely floating colours escalate into a surpris-
ing beauty. Matiushin’s organic group was on its way to mastering Expanded
Vision, and were thus able to at least guess what they could be able to perceive
in the highest dimensions. When reached, different frequencies would be per-
ceived as the one unified motion that was thought to permeate the whole uni-
verse. They would gain the ability to see all these waves moving at different
frequency and to embrace all different speeds of motion simultaneously.
According to a plan on the methodical work of the Organic Department,
Matiushin said that mastering Extended Vision, which included the mastering
of the mind, would result in a new vision where all contradictory worlds
would be brought “together into one unified grasp of the world.”90

So it was by way of afterimages in the human eye that the connection with
the higher “living organism” was revealed – on a micro-level that is. On a
macro-level they were also to be found in nature. Matiushin: “If you stand on
a wide expanse and in a relaxed way look around on the surface of the earth, it
becomes possible to see colour as part of all forms.”91This was part of an exer-
cise to find an image for spatial continuity, where the sky does not stop where

89. Bergson 1911 p. 301. 
90. TsGALI SPb. f. 244 op. 1 d. 21 l. 45.

Matiushin Landscape in Extended Vision around Oneself. 1921. 
Watercolour on paper. 17,1 x 20,2 cm. Private collection. 



the horizon begins. “Raising the viewpoint to a height of a 50–60° angle and
then turning slightly, you will embrace the whole expanse of heaven, and the
motion of the clouds and the whole depth of the blueness of the sky will be
integrated. Then transfer your focus onto the earth and you will see a bright
orange colour on its surface.”92What Matiushin describes here without using
colour theoretical notions, is a successive afterimage occurring when the
observation of the blue sky produced its complementary – orange. Possibly
this was in the afternoon, when the sky is deep blue and the tints of foliage and
fields, very intensely enveloped by the rich yellow of the sun, turn into orange.
In Extended Vision two different modes of vision should be synchronized into
“twilight and daylight vision in simultaneous contact”, Matiushin said in
Laws.93

When day turns into night, other phenomena appear: “When you see a
flaming sunset and instantaneously turn around to the deep violet-darkblue
cold, then you will understand and feel their mutual relation on the organs of
your central system, and you will recognize and sense that they both effect you
simultaneously, not separately.”94

Of course, it was already a big step forward to be aware of the complete
360°, but even better, to be able to sense it: “When you have learned to see
widely in front of you, you have to learn to grasp the visual angle beyond 180°,
to converge the sides at your rear, to also be able to glance behind your wall-
back.”95

formalism – universal language of analogies 

So far, we have mainly discussed from where Matiushin was inspired, but
there were also those among his contemporaries who were influenced by him.
Many of Matiushin’s experiments with images coincided with the interest of
the formalists in words. We saw earlier in the chapter on GINKhUK that the
painting artists shared a number of fundamental assumptions with the for-
malists in literature expressed as Artistic Culture, the fundament of the insti-
tute. One fundamental attitude was the belief in the possibility of making
analogies between the smallest units in painting with their counterparts in lit-
erature. With these common denominators in different art forms, the ulti-
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91. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Masterskaia prostranstvennogo realizma”. 
92. Ibid.
93. Laws p. 32.
94. Matiushin 1976a p. 179.
95. Ibid. p. 178. 
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mate Gesamtkunstwerk could be produced.96 They also believed that visual
phenomena could be systematized through empirical observation split into
various aspects and reduced into charts. By way of creating a universal lan-
guage, two different dimensions of human experience could be connected:
the temporal sequence of literature, with the timeless ‘single’ moment of
painting. 

In Russia the formalist approach to analysing art came into bloom as late
as the 1920s, but with aims that differed somewhat from their Western Euro-
pean sources of inspiration.97 In Russia, the formalist artists sought to create a
new language with pretensions to change the image of the world. The under-
lying general structure they looked for would not only be a way of communi-
cating between different art forms, but ultimately constitute a universal lan-
guage, possible to communicate across all kinds of barriers – borders of coun-
tries, languages, and history – which would eventually amalgamate with the
utilitarian language of design. 

Oberiu – Association of Real Art

In combining cognition and perception in laboratory experiments,
Matiushin’s investigations on vision were of particular interest to the Oberiu
poets (Ob”edinenie Real’nogo Iskusstva – Association of Real Art). In the same
way as Matiushin, the Oberiuty did not proclaim any change of society, but
were interested rather in creating new relations to perceive it.98

In his study on the poetic world of Daniil Kharms, Jean-Philipp Jacard sees
Laws and Matiushin’s method of extending the visual angle to 360° as part of
a greater system of ideas in which, in addition to Matiushin, a number of oth-
er artists and poets were enrolled: Kharms, Malevich, Tufanov, Teren’tev,
Khlebnikov, Kruchënykh and Vvedenskii.99 The circumferential visuality
learned by Oberiuty and which decisively pointed the direction for their

96. These thoughts were widespread among the avant-garde and lively discussed at
INKhUK in Moscow.
97. It is ironic, says Charlotte Douglas, that one reason this art was stamped as formalistic
was because it happened to fit so well into the structural analyses of the literature formalists.
As a consequence, the works of the artists were misinterpreted to be of purely formalist
nature “that is, as lacking in social content and philosophical advocacy”. Douglas’ argument
is that in spite of the status of the artists of the Russian avant-garde as the pioneers of
abstract art, they were actually not engaged in art lacking objects for its own sake, but rather
in search of a “universal and democratic language” with roots in history and contemporary
science as “an art for a transformed world”. Douglas 1984 pp. 159f. 
98. On the Oberiu ideology, see Pratt 1996 pp. 173–189. 
99. Jacard 1995 p. 38.



worldview as well as their abstract poetic system, goes back to Matiushin’s
theory on Extended Vision, as Zorved, Alexandr Tufanov said in his article
“Osvobozhdenie zhizni i iskusstva ot literatury” [The liberation of life and art
from literature] from 1923.100 Matiushin’s Extended Vision was a way of get-
ting into closer contact with reality. “Look at the object with your naked eye
and you will see it for the first time cleansed of its decrepit guilt surface” the
Oberiu declaration proclaimed.101 The declaration was first presented at the
Oberiu spectacle Three Leftist Hours on January 24, 1928 with Matiushin
among the few to be invited to participate in the discussion that followed.102

What the Oberiutywanted from Matiushin’s universe, was his combination of
conscious and subconscious vision resulting in a deformed, displaced vision.
This vision, they thought, was the closest one could get to a new, more truth-
ful reality – something other than that available to our normal vision. The cre-
ative cosmos for the Oberiutywas also determined by the ability of those who
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100. “Osvobozhdenie zhizni i iskusstva ot literatury”, Krasnyi student 1923 no. 7–8, p. 13,
quoted from Jacard 1995 p. 38. This method of Matiushin’s aiming at a more integral appre-
hension of reality was of utmost importance for the forming of Kharm’s worldview and was
concretized in his poetry of the 1930s. Ibid. p. 41 and p. 80. 
101. The Oberiu declaration was originally printed in Afishi doma pechati, no. 2 1928,
reprinted in R.R: Milner-Gulland “Left Art in Leningrad: The Oberiu Declaration” Oxford
Slavonic Papers 1970 p. 70. I have used the translation in Pratt 1996 p. 174.
102. Jacard p. 189 and p. 330 and Mikhail Meilakh “O ‘Elizavette Bam’ Danila Kharmsa”
Stanford Slavic Studies 1987 vol. 1 p. 189. 

Matiushin Landscape from all Directions. 1924. 25,5 x 36,5cm. GMI SPb. 
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mastered Extended Vision to achieve an integral vision of an otherwise frag-
mented world by revealing links and connections.103

Alexandr Tufanov (1878–194?), the organizer of the zaum-poets in
Leningrad presented a proposal on a classification of zaum-poetry “according
to the theory of extended perception of the world and direct perception of
time”. Writers and artists using a visual angle of 1–40° were “correcting” reali-
ty and were, according to Tufanov’s article, represented by those with reli-
gious or political aims such as communist and proletarian writers, authors in
Lef – Left front of the arts – amongst them Mayakovsky and others. Writers
using 41–89° of their visual possibilities were “reproducing” (realists, acmeists
and naturalists), those who had managed to widen to 90–179° were “decorat-
ing the world” and here we find impressionists, imaginists and futurists. All
these conservative groups were, in Tufanov’s words, “stiffened in the aesthet-
ic masks of their contemporaneity”. What he instead called for was a liberation
from everyday reality, to become one of those able to create with a visuality of
180–360°, capable of catching this “greater motion” of reality.104 The method

103. Jacard 1995 pp. 77–84.
104. Ibid. pp. 44 f. Motion was important in the theory of Tufanov. Motion=poetry comes
close to dance and the theory of fluids evaporating from terrestial energy as elaborated on
by Isadora Duncan, which he wrote about in “Dunkanizm-kak neposredstvennyi lirizm
novogo cheloveka”, Krasnyi student 1923 no. 7–8 pp. 28–33, cf. Jacard 1995 p. 290f. Duncan
was a hero in the Soviet Union and married to the extremely popular poet Sergei Esenin. 

Matiushin Pine-tree. Early 1920s. Paper, watercolour 20,5x15 cm. GMI SPb.



of expressing these dynamics was by way of abstract and non-representative
art.In writing instead of in painting, this would be a poetical transcendental
language of the future – zaum – transrational and “beyonsense”.105 The zaum-
poetry was described in synaesthetic terms as “phonetic music” and “poetic
fluid” including many onomatopoetical sounds from nature. Every conso-
nant sound, according to Tufanov’s analysis, created an impression of motion,
and from these sounds it should be possible to join other elements in art such
as colours and contour-lines to produce a poetry as intricate as birds’ singing,
with phonemes, colours, lines, tones, noises and dynamics as components.106

back to painting 

Matiushin was a painter so no matter in which dimension of reality colours
were detected, in the end they had to be caught and put back onto the canvas.
The still never seen ontological reality of Spatial Realismwas to be opened up
by those who mastered Extended Vision. But Spatial Realism was at the same
time also Matiushin’s painting system, and it was by paintings examples of the
higher reality could be shown. Matiushin explained Spatial Realism as the
synthesis of all previous art -isms. For the academic year 1926–1927, he
planned for research on the quantity and quality of colour from prehistorical
art to contemporary painterly systems. The connection between colour, light
and space should include Egyptian and Greek art, art from the Middle Ages,
then classicism, impressionism and finally cubism.107 Impressionism con-
tributed by dissolving the depicted objects with light and colour, futurism
brought dynamics into the painting and cubism developed from cezannism
with its “penetration of space into the objects”.108
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She was invited by the Soviet government to open a dancing school and frequently visited
the country between 1921–24.
105. Douglas 1985 p. 3 launches the term “beyonsense”. 
106. Tufanov was inspired by Velimir Khlebnikov (1885–1922) who wanted to “transfer the
World through the Word” by creating a number of neologisms based on a deep knowledge
of Russian folklore, paganism, mythology and “phonetics becoming poetics”. Thanks to his
father being an ornithologist, Khlebnikov had developed a sensitive ear to different sounds
in nature. Khlebnikov and Guro published in the same miscellanies, and he cooperated with
Matiushin on Victory over the Sun in 1913. 
107. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d.72 l. 2.
108. Matiushin 1976a pp. 166–174. With slight variations, Matiushin’s assistants Maria and
Boris Ender also gave lectures on this interpretation of the evolution in art at GIII and the
Pedagogic Institute.
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Cezanne and Veil of Maya

In “The artist’s experience of a new dimension” Matiushin described the
impressionist alternative, where they came to a halt and who continued
beyond them. 

“The impressionists made their eyes flat and spread them around in expansive
spaces which they painted excitingly in a new colour scale. But they did not
succeed in completely opening their eyes to embrace the whole width of the
earth with one glance. They saw the shining surface but not the very body.
They were too occupied with searching for the best way to mediate the vibra-
tions of light, and therefore lost their ability to see and feel the life, energy and
structure of the body, its solidity and dynamics and linking connections with
the world. The outspread eye remained shallow, and here the concept of con-
nection with the periphery of the earthly body was misunderstood; that which
the Hindus wished us to look at as delusions of the world, hiding the non-
moving beauty of nirvana, behind the flat surface of the foreground believing
this to be the essence of the world. The periphery of the ‘Veil of Maya’ brought
van Gogh towards insanity, and Gauguin drowned in its delightful ecstasy […]
The first to open a breach in this light-blue wrap was Cezanne [… who] totally
freed it from the feeling of a human ‘I’, letting nothing disturb objective obser-
vation. He overcame all the personal anecdotes and whispers of the rational
mind and embraced the width of all visibility and followed the perpendicular
in all directions from the centre, absorbed the essence of the links of what he
saw and made them visible.”109

All we had to do was to change our perception in order to see these objects –
not only the surface of them, but the way they ‘really’ are. In order to do so, we
have to see beyond Maya, the veil beyond which humans with normal
untrained vision could not see. The in Russia famous Swami Vivekananda
explained this as being due to our fastening in the reality we have before our
eyes. This surface which is actually the reality in which we live, is at the same
time paradoxically enough what keeps us away from knowing “true reality”.110

Translating this Indian wisdom into art, Matiushin saw Cezanne as the only
painter who had indicated the way beyond Maya, that he had written about as
early as in 1913, in his essay on cubism.111

109. Matiushin 1976a pp. 172–173. 
110. Swami Vivekananda 1907/1962 vol. V pp. 266 ff. 
111. Matiushin 1976a pp. 172–173 and Matiushin 1913 pp. 27–28.



Matiushin was inspired by cubism as “the new teaching to merge time and
space” and we have already seen that he in 1913, before his own Spatial Realism
had taken that role, had crowned it to be the “language of the future”.112

Matiushin was fascinated by the cubists’ logical and consistent technique on
how to paint the new understanding of space. The cubists were also interested
in seeing higher dimensions.113 It was therefore no coincidence that
Matiushin combined the treatise by Gleizes and Metzinger Du Cubismewith
Uspenskii’s ideas on the fourth dimension. In the tradition of Cezanne’s
“multiple viewpoints” this was as close as one could get to picturing “a new
phase of dimensions, from the three-dimensional to the four-dimensional”, he
thought.114

In his classical study Cubism John Golding defined the cubists’ method as
“conceptual and intellectual rather than physical and sensory”.115 Following
our argument, the step necessary for Matiushin to take to advance further was
exactly the “physical and sensory” that the cubists lacked. The cubists’ way of
training the eye was by making it increasingly accustomed to discerning geo-
metrical forms in nature. Their observations result in, what I would like to
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Boris Ender Colours of Nature, 1925. Watercolour on paper. 
22 x 24,5 cm. Private collection. 



call, an ‘experienced eye’, an eye which, through long and sustained observa-
tions, had earned the experience of quickly recognizing the closest geometri-
cal shape of objects in nature (of a tree’s similarity to a cone, etc). The discov-
erer of this method and the one to transfer this geometricalized apprehending
of nature onto canvas, was Cezanne. Gleizes and Metzinger who developed
Cezanne’s technique considered that Cezanne had disclosed a “profound real-
ism” in the sense that he revealed the geometry of volumes in nature which
were seen as closer to a ”true reality” than the realism represented by natural-
ists or realists.116

Universal laws for colour and form – by analogy

As the branch of mathematics that investigates the properties of lines, sur-
faces, solids and relations of magnitudes in space, geometry was, following
the GINKhUK philosophy, considered to understand nature on an advanced
level. If translated into the evolutionist approach to art as adhered to at the
institute, this would mean the naturalists and realists, whose predilection for
abstraction was not as advanced, were on a ‘lower level’ in comparison with,
for example the cubists or suprematists. 

In his article on cubism, Matiushin pointed out the correspondences
between the behaviour of form and colour, picking out a passage saying that
“form possesses the same features as colour”. He also underlined that colour
and form “demonstrate the same characteristics” in that a form is “modified or
animated by contact with another form, it is divided or spreads out, it is mul-
tiplied”.117These dynamic aspects innate in form as well as in colour have to be
known to the artist when composing a picture. That is, both colours and
forms inhabit their own dynamic, a dynamic that will appear only if the spec-
tator invests time in looking at the picture. Matiushin thought that the artist
was only able to give “shadows of the notion of fullness” whereas the “real
birth” of forms in a picture could only be in “the mind of the spectator”.118

The training initiated by Cezanne to quickly discern geometrical forms in
nature, the proof of a well structured higher reality which the experienced
painter could grasp, was also to occur with colours in Matiushin’s Spatial
Realism. In On CubismMatiushin not only commented upon the cubists’ and
cezannists’ interest in volume and form, he also called attention to the post-
impressionists Seurat and Signac.119What these painters wanted was to ‘illu-
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minate’ their paintings by producing glowing afterimages in the eyes of the
observer, something already discussed in numerous studies and therefore I
will not enter deeper into it here. What is of interest for us here though, is that
the coloured contrast effects that these painters executed in practice, had been
developed in theory by the scientists Chevreul and Rood. 

We saw Matiushin’s own words describing the higher dimensions of
Cezanne’s volumes above. Let us now see how he described afterimages of
colour. In his autobiography Matiushin recounted a lesson at the “Acade-
my”120 in Leningrad where he worked as a professor in painting: “The nude
was placed towards an intensely coloured blue, green or yellow background
and then the model began blazing with the contrasts and the brightly
coloured links appeared running along the surface of the body, and spatially
surrounding the form of the body, which suddenly changes, influenced by the
intense background.”121 The task for the student was to analyze the whole
arrangement “including the indirectly coloured forms in order to come to
grips with the whole mass of the new – meaning the changes of form, the dis-
placement of colour and forms resulting from the impact of the surrounding.”
Matiushin maintained that it was thanks to Extended Vision that it was possi-
ble to capture the new spatial connections of the parts in relation to the
whole.122

This is a description I suppose many teachers in painting would recognize,
but with the information we now have on Matiushin’s interest in the fourth
dimension and the ether this otherwise ordinary art school lesson can be inter-
preted in quite a different way. If we master Extended Vision, including the
ability of the “disinterested look”, colours come forth. This everyday observa-
tion was developed in the Colour Laboratory and thoroughly described in
Laws.123

Complementary coloured afterimages and complementary shaped forms
constitute the road which leads towards a new understanding of art, thoughts
which had to be transformed into an acceptable presentation. Matiushin advo-
cated that the basis of his new art was the role of the artist, who gives the spec-
tator a “new and better method for representation in all kinds of art” which is
“the whole sense and meaning of our research within art of today and tomor-
row”. These facts were what was needed to “point out the new direction of
future art”.124 Matiushin tried to formulate a comprehensive system which
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included the for him so important contrast effects of complementary coloured
afterimages and his own law launched as The Law of Complementary Form
(could equally have been called Law of Simultaneously Contrasted Form) as a
supplement to Chevreul’s Law of Simultaneous Contrast. Matiushin said in a
GINKhUK report from the 1920s that the observations from the colour labora-
tory had convinced him of the importance of “human vibrations” making it
possible “by the law of the wave” (zakon volny) to extract from “the chaos of the
simple forms: straight and warped line, square and circle, cubic and sphere”.125

Matiushin persistently continued focusing on analogies of correspon-
dences between colour and form. The conviction that colour and form basi-
cally follow the same rules results in an argumentation where Matiushin
moves freely between laws of colour and form. The fundamental geometrical
forms to be discerned beyond disorderly visible nature was one aspect, the
complementary coloured afterimages another. In the Law of Complementary
Form presented in Laws, we can see that the straight form is presented as the
complementary to the curved, in the same way as the red colour is comple-
mentary to the blue-green.126

conclusion

With the published and unpublished material of Matiushin analyzed from the
point of view of colour and vision, I have argued for Matiushin’s aim to
achieve heightened awareness of vibrations visible in nature to be comple-
mentary coloured afterimages. His interest in higher dimensions in combina-
tion with afterimages led to the conclusion that the perception of afterimages
in his world actually meant us seeing the currents of the fourth dimension. 

As an artist Matiushin was interested in colour perception aimed at creat-
ing works of art that would give total effects including both sound and vision.
His contemporaries and compatriots Wassily Kandinsky and Kazimir Male-
vich had access to similar sources of inspiration. Nevertheless the outcome of
their work with colour was different. Matiushin, inspired by Guro, did not
hold himself to any symbolism of “good” and “bad” colours, but had a differ-
ent approach to coming closer to the colour mystery, and that was via close
and thorough observations of nature. 

The theosophical mystic Pëtr Uspenskii introduced the concept of a fourth
dimension as “hyperspace” in Russia and Matiushin connected this fourth
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125. Ibid. list. 20ob–21. 
126. Laws pp. 19f.



dimension with art. Spatial Realism, Matiushin’s contribution to modernist
art, depicted this “fourth dimension”. The cubists, the futurists and the
impressionists served as stepping stones in Matiushin’s evolution of art. The
futurists included synchronic time and space to the canvas, but if the cubists’
method was “conceptual and intellectual” as Golding defined it, Matiushin’s
was rather the physical and sensory the cubists lacked. When it came to devel-
opment of the mind, or the ‘experienced eye’ as I term it, discerning geomet-
rical forms in nature in the tradition of Cezanne’s “multiple viewpoints” was
not sufficient for Matiushin and the impressionists were deluded by the “shin-
ing surface”. As “plane beings” we are stuck in the world of surfaces, but can
discover the existence of another world by the fact that its movements are
transmitted along its surface full of vibrations and currents of electricity and
electromagnetic waves. 

The fundament in Matiushin’s Organic Culture is the idea of nature as the
basis for everything. But behind this nature we see naturally, there is another
hidden structure. In Matiushin’s expanded vision – the very flow of energy
that passed between objects would unify the image between the visible and
the invisible. One aspect of this flow was the complementary colours, the vis-
ible ‘proof ’ of an existing ‘adhesive’ between objects. And afterimages merge
colour and light, at least that is the impression they give, with their brightness
and luminous transparency. Are they there or are they not? Is there a hidden
order in cosmos? Nature was one place where colour could be found, but
these secrets were only revealed for those who were “attentive” enough. 

What should become visible with Matiushin’s training programme for
Extended Vision? Colour. What will become visible if we “synchronize” our
senses – colour. So the connecting link between the perceiving subject and its
surrounding objects is – colour vision. And the connecting links between the
eyes and the brain – coloured vibrations. And the medium of communication
in painting? Colour. Colour was the perfect medium to organize a coherent
whole, or what Matiushin called an Organic Culture. 

In a GINKhUK report from the 1920s Matiushin says his own observa-
tions from the colour laboratory have convinced him of the importance of
“extracting” simple forms “from the chaos”. His way of explaining this was by
way of analogies. On a micro-level the brain and on a macro-level – cosmos.
The cosmic vibrations were then transported to the inner of man by way of
colour vision – transmitted by vibrating paths in the visual processes. In this
way colour vision constituted the adhesive between micro and macrocosm.
The way of finding clues to entering this alternative way of seeing reality was
by close observations in nature. Matiushin was inspired by Guro, and inspired
in his turn the group of poets Oberiuty. 
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Matiushin was a painter after all and despite (or in addition) to these
(meta)physical speculations, in his colour treatise, in Laws, the description of
the afterimages both in words and in the trichromatic colour combinations
were to be a concrete tool helping designers in their practical work. On the
one hand Matiushin wanted to reach beyond the material side of colour,
which was not an easy task. First of all he was, as a painter, stuck in smeary
paint, and secondly he lived, at least for the latter part of his life, in a Marxist
materialist era. In the next chapter other contemporaries of Matiushin who
wrote on colour will be discussed. The official world that he had to relate to in
order to bring his text all the way to publication. 
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8.  Contemporary Voices on 
Colour in the USSR 

We still do not see reality adequately. Even the landscape of our country 
has drastically changed: its parti-coloured character has disappeared – a bluish
strip of oats, a black patch of plowed land next to it, a golden ribbon of rye,
a greenish one of wheat, strips of land overgrown with weeds, altogether – 
the multicoloured sorrow of overall scatteredness [and] disunity. Today 

huge expanses of land are coloured mightily, with one colour.
maxim gorkii, 1934.1

In this chapter I will introduce other colour theories explicitly referred to in
Laws. It is primarily in the preface by Maria Ender that additional contempo-
rary theories are given. Ender does not only position Matiushin’s standpoint
as an artist and colour theorist in relation to others, she also evaluates and crit-
icises them. The preface is polemical. As a first crucial point Ender establishes
the basis for colour theories as resulting from an “idealist”, “mechanist” or
“formalist” “worldview” occasionally resulting in a “sociological analysis of
colour”. The theorists and practitioners she refers to are the Wanderers, the
Marxist Vladimir Friche (who leans on the German historian Oswald Spen-
gler), the “production artists” at VKhUTEIN in Moscow and the German
physicist Wilhelm Ostwald.2

In order to understand the polemical tone Ender uses, I begin with an
illustrative presentation of the normative view of colour from the Bol’shaia
Sovetskaia Entsiklopaedia [The Large Soviet Encyclopaedia] from 1934 as a
backdrop; the officially authorising eyes. Colour was not the most burning
object of interest but if we can talk in terms of a ‘colour discourse’ this was it.
With the ideological colour context given as a relief to Matiushin’s ideas, the
implications for Matiushin’s work are outlined. What I will do here, is to fur-
ther pursue the question of the consequences of colour perception applied to
dialectical materialism. Neither this nor any presentation of Soviet Russian

1. Maxim Gorky at the First Congress of Soviet Writers “Doklad na pervom s”ezde
pisatelei”, English quotation from Gutkin 1994 p. 194. 
2. Ender 1932 pp. 3–10. 
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colour theories has been made before. My argument is constructed around
the ‘software’ of colour perception in opposition to the ‘hardware’ of “objec-
tive” colour in reality. Colour theory became a problematic field for the mate-
rialists. As I will show here, colour vision frames the issue of subjectivity ver-
sus objectivity which was crucial in the struggle to formulate a Marxist-Lenin-
ist-Stalinist ideological canon. 

The main task of the first five-year plan (1929–32) was to quickly industri-
alize an agrarian country. This was speeded up to manage “Five years in four
years”: colour as a way to articulate architecture and design was not given the
highest priority. According to the demands of Marxist art-theory the means in
a painting should be directly connected with their propaganda value and pre-
sented exclusively by the socialist realist “scientific method”, a practice which
was also reflected in the studies which were made. This period lasted from the
beginning of the 1930s and ended approximately sixty years later, with the fall
of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the dissolution of the Soviet Union a few years
later. 

The importance that colour did bear is indicated by the plan of IZO
Narkompros from 1918. Plans were presented for a new state colour factory,3

and B. Teplov’s article on protective-defence colours in the journal Voina i
tekhnika [War and technology]4 touched matters of growing importance in
the increased militarization of the 1930s. But then, Matiushin’s field of interest
was rather to make colours more visible, not less. 

dialectical materialism – diamat

To be clear about how the ideological backdrop looked, let us start with a defi-
nition of diamat from the Filosofskaia entsiklopaedia. That this definition
stems from the 1960s does not disturb us at all. On the contrary, it shows the
restatement of “true values” that were repeated endlessly as part of party jar-
gon.

“Dialectical materialism, the philosophy of Marxism, is the world-view of the
working class. As the basically scientific and true philosophy, diamat currently
constitutes the progressive world-view of all progressive humanity. Diamat is
the science which studies the relationship of knowledge to the objective, mate-
rial world, as well as the most general laws of movement and development of
nature, society and thought. The philosophy of Marxism is called diamat 

3. Mentioned in Gassner & Gillen 1979 p. 44.
4. Teplov 1928.



because it represents the organic unity of materialism and dialectic. This is 
called materialist because it begins with the recognition of matter as the unique
basis of the world, while it sees consciousness as a property of highly organized
matter, as a function of the brain, as a reflection of the objective world […] It is
a complete system of philosophical knowledge – a world-view.” (Italics in the
original.)5

By the beginning of the 1930s the Soviet Union ceased to be a country with
freedom of speech. During the Cultural Revolution, coinciding with the first
five-year plan 1929–1932, culture and power were centralized under the banner
of the communist party.6 The quotation that introduces this chapter is from
the proto-canonical writer of socialist realism Maxim Gorkii’s keynote speech
at the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers, 1934.7 The aim of the new
program was to forward principles of typicality, optimism and “reality in a rev-
olutionary development” and “positive heroes”.8 Gorkii was pronounced
Founding Father of Socialist Realism since many of the necessary characteris-
tics were found in his novel The Mother (1906). In the arts, there was no rep-
resentative with Gorkii’s magnitude, instead the realist tradition from the 19th
century Wanderers provided the basis. 

With the centralization of opinions, the multitude of angry voices from
the 1920s were scared into silence, a process effectively speeded up by people
being removed from their jobs and sometimes even arrested or harassed and
humiliated in other ways. This escalating into the brutal purges during the
second half of the 1930s. Initially, this process was psychological rather than
physical, but it made people, and particularly the intelligentsia to whom the
campaigns were aimed at, uncomfortable and anxious. Many were still loyal
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5. As quoted from A. Spirkin’s article “Dialectical Materialism”, in Filosofskaia entsiklopediia
in five volumes published 1960–1970 with editors and authors that represent the most
important contemporary Soviet philosophers. English translation from Blakeley 1975 p. 4.
6. On the “Cultural Revolution” with the intertwining struggle between the spheres of cul-
ture and state power that took place after 1917 and cumulated in early 1930s when the purges
were initiated, see Fitzpatrick 1992.
7. Cf. Bowlt 1988 pp. 290–297. The Union of Soviet Writers was founded in April 23, 1932.
This was when the term socialist realism was coined. The decree settled then decided that
the Association of Proletarian Writers should be “dismantled”, that all writers should be
intergrated to support the platform of the soviet government with the aim to contribute to
“Socialist construction”; that analogous changes should be performed in the other arts and
that an Organizational Bureau – orgburo – should coordinate the practical measures to
ensure fulfilment of the resolution. Cf. Bowlt 1988 pp. 288–290. On the consequences of the
decree, Bown 1998.
8. See Clark 1997 for the conventions of the positive hero in socialist realism, and Heller
1997 for its aesthetic categories. 
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to the Party, and were shocked and disquieted about those in power neither
realizing nor appreciating that. 

the normative view on colour. 
the large soviet encyclopaedia

As part of the spreading of an authoritative voice Bol’shaia sovetskaia entsiklo-
pediia [The Large Soviet Encyclopaedia] was initialized and published by the
Moscow State Institute Sovetskaia Entsiklopediia, a section within the State
Publishers of the Russian Federation, OGIZ RSFSR, between 1931– 1947. The
production of this mammoth publication was extremely complicated since
articles constantly had to be revised. People’s positions changed and from one
day to the next, a celebrated politician or cultural personality could become
persona non grata, disappear or sometimes even be murdered, like Kirov,
Trotskii and Meyerhold, to mention but a few. In addition to presentations of
heroes of the First Proletarian Socialist State, one of its most important tasks
was schooling into the Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin doctrine. The role of the
Encyclopaedia (henceforth BSE) was thus to present the authoritarian criteria
for sanctioning in theory all things. 

In 1934, the turn had come to volume number sixty and the letter “Ts” for
Tsvet – Colour, defined by its author Nyberg/Nyborg9 thus: “Colour is the
main element in visual sensation. Colour sensation is usually caused by light
which penetrates into the human eye and activates the nerve endings in the
retina. Most colours we see, are determined by their spectral structure.” The
“colour problem” is considered to involve three scientific disciplines: physics
(exterior stimuli) physiology (mechanisms of the visual apparatus) and psy-
chology (evaluation, associations).10 BSE has no entry for “Colour Theory”,
but under the subheading “Colour History” a short summary is given on
important colour theorists, divided into two opposing tendencies constantly
“struggling” against each other.11 By another author, the heading “Colour in
Painting” is added.12 The language in the article is mainly based on terminol-
ogy from the exact sciences, thus reducing the presentation to only include
aspects concerning quantifiable data of physics, mathematics and chemistry.
Explanations of colour are given in terms of “light”, “spectral composition”,

9. In articles by Nyberg in other languages, his family name is sometimes given as
“Nyborg”.
10. “Tsvet”, BSE, Vol. 60, 1934 p. 314. 
11. Ibid. pp. 320–321.
12. Ibid. p. 322.



“wavelength”, “visible light”, “measurable facts” under headings such as “Illu-
mination and the Colour of Objects” and “Subtractive Mixture of Paint” and
“Arrangements of Colours in Spatial Figures”.13

“Subjective” versus “objective”

The first group of colour theorists consisting of “prominent representatives”
of the “exact sciences” is introduced in positive terms as “mastering the math-
ematic method well”. These physics (Newton, Maxwell and Schrödinger), the
physic-physiologist Helmholtz and the mathematician Grassmann analyze
colour sensations as “consequences of objective light phenomena” and their
efforts are directed towards “experimental quantifiable studies”. The second
group on the other hand is defined by its “subjectivism”, a result of “distort-
ing” the physical side of the phenomenon (Goethe, Hering). Their works are
identifiable by their “incompetence in use of the mathematical apparatus” and
by their “insufficient knowledge of their experimental material and incorrect
interpretation of the theories of their adversaries”. What they attempted “did
not succeed” because they “nearly completely ignore” obvious facts and there-
fore their “theories are now completely rejected”.14

The text so clearly takes sides so the reader is left in no doubt which side is
the ‘correct’ one. ‘Right’ or ‘wrong’ is pre-determined, and the ‘faultless’ posi-
tion is the measurable “objective” reality, whereas theories concentrating on
human vision as a modifier of this external physical reality, or even causing the
colours we actually see, are ideologically rejected. The often repeated terms
“objective” and “subjective” are distinct markers from the current political,
philosophical, and psychological discourse, revealing dialectical opposition
between the ‘good’ soviet post-revolutionary material reality of the Bolshevik
collective and the ‘bad’ reality of the egoistic individuals described in negative
terms of pre-revolutionary “bourgeoisie” or other “decadent” influences. 

After physics, the second scientific field which colour involves was physi-
ology.15 In diamat all is matter. The colour definition in BSE corresponds to
this idea, insofar as the only aspect of colour accepted, was as something exist-
ing in, or caused by, the ‘real’ external physical world. The physiological side
could only be accepted in terms which included aspects that were possible to
explain within the materialist doctrine which meant that phenomena that
could not immediately be explained by the exact sciences were discarded. I
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13. Ibid. 314 ff.
14. Ibid. pp. 320–321.
15. Ibid. p. 314.
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will now outline further consequences of this definition applied on a concrete
material, in this case painting. 

“Colour in Painting”

The author of the section in “Colour in painting”, the art historian Mikhail
Alpatov, described painting to be “one of the most important means of
expression”. Here colour is said to be given primary importance insofar as the
way of solving the colour problem “constitutes the organizational part of all
artistic problems of all different styles” and questions concerning colour are
judged to be “tightly connected with other concept-based problems”. The his-
tory of art is presented as a development divided into different “stages”. The
“pre-capitalist” stages (icon-painting, stained glass, Egyptian frescoes, etc) are
described as using colours for “magic, religious, and symbolic purposes” in a
way that “opposes the real colouring of objects”. During the epoch of “devel-
oped capitalism”, colour becomes one of the means for “subjective reproduc-
tion of the world”. The impressionists are said to be “subjective” because they
use “spectral laws” [i.e. pure colour sensation, my comment M.T.], a “subjec-
tivism” that Cezanne tried to overcome by giving colour volume.16 In using
the “pure expressiveness” of colour, the expressionists deprive the colour of its
objects. Soviet painting [read the socialist realists] aspires to conquer these
“leftist” remnants by “concrete and realistic colouring”.17

As we see here, colour used during pre-capitalist and capitalist stages is in
opposition to “the real colouring of objects”. So what does BSE have to say on
realism in painting? There is not much said on colouring, other than in an
indirect way. We are informed that “realism is a truthful, objective representa-
tion of reality in art” which “reflects” the “regularities” of the “objective
world” in terms of “concretion of the object”.18 In the history of art, artistic
perfection is only attained as realism, whereas its “decline is always connected
with the break with realism”. The embodiment of this “decline” is formalism.
Formalists art is described as “governed by chance, by the blind actions of nat-
ural forces and the lack of correspondence with events and objects” character-
ized by its “neglecting the essence of things”. The formalist “subjective-arbi-
trary deformation of nature” is said to result from “imagining that they create
an individual world”. This will always lead to a “decay” of art where not only

16. Cezanne’s adding of volume i.e., solid matter to immaterial colour thus made his art
more “objective” in the eyes of the diamat doctrine. 
17. Alpatov 1934 p. 322. His main source is Friche 1930.
18. “Realizm”, BSE, Vol. 48, 1941, p. 343. 



its “ideological progressivity [ideinost’]” and “truthfulness of content [pravdi-
vost’]” is lost, but also the formal, technical skill of workmanship. In contrast
to the formalists’ “distorting” and “deforming”, the realists are said to strive
for a “true cognition” of the world, according to BSE. The realists reject the
“subjective arbitrariness of imagination”, “fictional non-reality” as well as all
kinds of “mysticism”, “erroneous idealization” and “idealistic symbolism”;
subjective limitations that result in a “non-artistic violation of content”.
Instead, the “laws” that are to be followed “necessarily result from the course
of reality itself”. In the “simple description of life” which realism is to present,
no “intrusion” of “fabricated laws” can be accepted. The “laws” from real life
must be “reflections” of the obvious “laws of evolution in nature and socie-
ty”.19 Realist images reproduce the “healthy expression” of the people’s
“hatred towards the governing classes” and its struggle against the “evil,
Mephistophelean power” of the “violent bourgeois tyranny” of capitalism
with its “perversion of the human being”.20

The creations of the realists were, in order to be effectively useful as prop-
aganda, to echo the Party’s wishes, and were presented as “objectively repre-
senting the class-struggle” and “always reflecting, in one way or another, the
life of the people and its interests”.21 According to the Marxist-Leninist
description of history, its evolutionary course was inevitable and so was the
depiction of it: “Thus, a deep understanding of real conditions, the represen-
tation of the struggle of the masses of the people against the ruling classes
automatically leads the artist to a realistic method in art.”22This is also the rea-
son why the “proletarian spirit of the Bolsheviks’ Communist Party – parti-
inost’– coincides with the objective evolution of reality”. This Party Spirit in lit-
erature and art, should be transformed into “incorruptible representations of
reality” resulting from an “uncompromising attitude towards objectivity of
the artistic cognition”.23

“Leninist theory of reflection” and colour vision

How can we relate all this to Matiushin? Let us first return for a moment to
the BSE article “Colour in Painting” where Alpatov pointed out the “subjec-
tive” movements associated to formalism as impressionists, expressionists,
suprematists, cubists, purists, orphists, constructivists. Why formalism?
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19. Ibid. pp. 343–344.
20. Ibid. p. 350.
21. Ibid. p. 345.
22. Ibid.
23. Ibid. p. 344.
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Because they all in some way or another were preoccupied with what was seen
as a “deviation” from what was stipulated by the “Leninist theory of reflec-
tion”. The realists on the other hand, if we are to subscribe to the BSE article
on realism outlined above, simply reflected reality onto the canvas. 

We established in chapter 4 that colour is something born in our eyes and
not in the external world. According to the eliminativist view on colour that
Matiushin upheld, colour exists only in the eye and the mind of the beholder.
The pertinence of this position was indicated by the fact that some people are
colour blind. One theme in modernist art relates to phenomena which ques-
tion this ontological status of colour perception. We have Josef Albers using
simultaneous contrasts in his series Homage to the Square, Paul Klee and
Mach-band, Bridget Riley and flickering borders, and in his Zip-pictures Bar-
nett Newman plays with the Ganzbild-effect.24 In chapter 4 we saw that
Matiushin was concerned with the “illusory” aspects of colour vision, rather
than measurable pigments and light which became apparent when the effects
of folders I–III of the Colour Chartswere closely studied. None of these qual-
ities consist of measurable wavelengths, and are therefore non-existent in a
materialist sense. All the same we see them. Matiushin’s conviction that
colour belongs to the eye of the perceiving subject, thus being “subjective”25

caused him problems in the diamat ideology. 
This was the standpoint represented in BSE and it caused difficulties for

the understanding of colour and colour vision. Within the officially-sanc-
tioned diamat, even a phenomenon such as afterimages could become prob-
lematic. First of all because it is a result of introspection and therefore “subjec-
tive”, and secondly, as “illusion” it is difficult to define it as existent in a physi-
cally measurable reality. The elementary transformation of a red stimuli into a
turquoise complementary coloured afterimage was dubious as it departed
from a one-way reflection of reality.26

As a result of neurological processes responding to light stimuli, vision in
general and therefore also colour vision, appeared to be dangerously close to
mental processes, the psyche and thus to human consciousness – a problemat-
ic area within the vulgar materialism that was practised in the Soviet Union.
The definition of consciousness (soznanie) in BSE appeared as follows: “Con-
sciousness is the highest form of mental reflection of the objective reality char-
acteristic of man.”27Consciousness in relation to matter was considered to be

24. For an elegant analysis of Newman and Ganz-bild, see Epperlein 1997 pp. 28–48.
25. On subjective colour phenomena see Kaiser & Boynton 1996 chapter 2. 
26. The first time I presented this train of thought was in Gothenburg 1996, see Tillberg
1996 with a variation in Tillberg 2002. 
27. “Soznanie”, BSE 1947, vol. 52 p. 10. 



“one of the main problems for philosophy”. The “scientific logical-materialis-
tic solution” was to make consciousness “a particular characteristic of highly-
organized matter”.28

According to diamat, consciousness derives from matter, is a reflection of
matter in the same way as thinking is also a mere reflection of the material
world. This was the truth as established by Lenin in the 1920s, again by Stalin
the “Philosopher Number One” in the 1930s, quoted in BSE in the 1940s and
reiterated in the revised Filosofskaia entsiklopediia in the 1960s.29 Stalin: “Mat-
ter is primary because it is the source of sensations, and consciousness is sec-
ondary, derived, because it is a reflection of matter, a reflection of everyday
life”. This last passage is a direct quotation from Stalin’s eleventh edition of
“Questions on Leninism” in the BSE encyclopaedia on consciousness (both
1947).30

Psychology is the scientific field which studies consciousness. In the Sovi-
et Union however, psychology as a discipline for analysing mental processes
was described as a “remnant from the decadent bourgeois era” and as having a
“mystical nature” because it studies “unconscious processes” that touch upon
“hidden powers” which are “false”.31 In contrast to this, accepted psychology
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28. Ibid.
29. For Stalin’s role as philosopher, see Blakeley 1980 p. 317ff. On matter and consciousness
in diamat, Blakeley 1975 pp. 15ff and pp. 59–73. 
30. Stalin, Voprosy leninizma, 11th ed. Moscow 1947 p. 542, quoted in the BSE on soznanie
1947, vol. 52 p. 10. 
31. “Soznanie”, BSE, 1947, vol. 52, p. 10. 

Cover to Stalin's "Questions on Leninism", 11th. ed. 1947.
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was “the science of mental activities of animals and humans, constituting one
of the forms of highly organized material life-processes”. Here, the ”psyche”
(psikhika) was indicated as a specific “form of life” of “the organism’s reflec-
tion of objective reality”.32

Following these normative definitions of colour and psychology via real-
ism and consciousness from BSE, there seems to be no way of avoiding the
vicious circle argumentation which appropriates the external world by human
vision but excludes it from being anything other than a “reflection of objective
reality”. As a logical consequence of this persistent way of arguing, colouring
in soviet realist painting should be nothing but an objective reflection from
objective reality. But did this so-called “objective method” also accept an infini-
tive multitude of existing colours coming into use in realist painting? 

In the introduction to Laws, Maria Ender directed polemical statements
towards the participants in the contemporary discourse on colour.33What she
opposed was the “mechanical worldview”, which was in contrast to the organic
culture, though the latter term which was never mentioned. Four different
groups represent the “mechanical worldview”, the first of which was the con-
temporary Wanderers.34 Ender criticized these Russian 19th century realists,
Kramskoi, Repin, Perov etc., for their practice of not taking into account the
entirety of the painting in their choice of local hues. In other words, they
showed a complete ignorance in the possibilities of maximizing the intensity of
a specific colour field, a know-how that Matiushin’s colour laboratory upheld.
This criticism on Ender’s part of the Association of Artists of the Revolution,
AKhR, a group which depicted the “heroic” revolution and the following civil
war ”realistically”. Eventually socialist realism developed from AKhR and asso-
ciated groups and is thus the official ideological strait-jacket, which at the time
of the publication of Lawswas on the verge of being finally established. But the
realism of the Wanderers – peredvizhnichestvo, was also used pejoratively in the
sense of banal, naive realism. 

The reflection theory stipulated that a “mirroring” of ”reality” directly
onto the canvas, into the words of a novel or a film, cannot from any point of
view, whether art or colour-theoretical, be anything but wishful and too sim-
plified thinking. The stigma of being “subjective” would in fact also include
the realists, insofar as any transformation from one medium into another
automatically includes abstraction and interpretation. 

The way colour was used within socialist realist painting was a combina-

32. “Psikhologia” – “Psychology” BSE, 1940, vol. 47, p. 512.
33. Maria Ender 1932 pp. 3–10.
34. Ibid. p. 9.



tion firstly of the Wanderers’ approach as criticized by Maria Ender above,
secondly as “happy” colouring of a future paradise, and/or thirdly as symbols
(the red flags). Colour in psychology was delimited to “associations” or “eval-
uations” of visible colour. This way of ascribing colour’s different characteris-
tics and to limit them to attributed characteristics and judgements as being
either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ is directly analogous to the theosophical colour concept,
as outlined here in chapters 6 and 7. As we saw in the BSE presentation above
on colour in painting the symbolic way conforms with how colour was used
by the mediaeval icon-painters for “magical and religious […] purposes”. But
how did the post-revolutionary reader know which colour was which? 

friche’s “sociology of colour” 

In the BSE article on colour, the main source on colour application in painting
was Vladimir Friche’s Sotsiologiia iskusstva [Sociology of art]. The first edition
of this popular book appeared in 1926 and the third edition in 1930. In the
chapter “Sociology of colour”, Friche teaches us which colours are the ‘good’
and the ‘bad’ ones.35

Vladimir Maximovich Friche (1870–1929) was primarily a literary critic.
Under his personal heading in the BSE, he was given credit for being “the first
who created a Marxist’s concept for the evolution of Western European liter-
ature”. This achievement consisted in a description of literature “as a reflection
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35. It was the third edition 1930 which served as the main source on colour in painting in
the BSE, cf. BSE, Vol. 60, 1934 p. 321.

Ilia Repin. The Bargemen on the Volga River (1870–73) showed 
the cruelties of pre-revolutionary capitalism. 
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of class struggle”. Friche is also praised for his “fight against idealistic tenden-
cies in the arts, aestheticism, highbrow psychologism, egocentrism and
extreme individualism”. Friche was a spokesman for Marxism when “idealisti-
cally subject aesthetic art theories”, such as the formalist school, dominated.
He was a member of the Soviet Academy of Science, director of the Literary
Section of Narkompros and the Literary Faculty at MGU, the State Universi-
ty in Moscow. He was an editor in chief for Literaturnaia Entsiklopediia [Lit-
erary Encyclopaedia] and Literatura i marksizm [Literature and Marxism].36

He was also director for the Department of Sociology at RAKhN/GAKhN
(Russian (later State) Academy for Artistic Culture) where the phenomenolo-
gist Gustav Shpet led the Philosophical Department and Kandinsky the
Physico-Psychological Department until he emigrated in 1921.37

Among Friche’s art theory work, his best known is Sotsiologiia iskusstva
which appeared in three editions at the State Publishers in Moscow and
Leningrad in 1926, 1929 and 1930. Here the sociology of art is established to be
“the science which defines the corresponding laws connecting various stages
of art with various structures in society”.38The relation between art and socie-
ty is described in his book chapter by chapter in terms of a socially determined
evolution of art from prehistorical times up to industrial capitalism.39 All

36. BSE “Friche” vol. 59, 1935 p. 237.
37. On RAKhN/GAKhN, see Experiment 1997.
38. Friche 1930 p. 7.
39. The chapter “Iskusstvo promyshlennogo kapitalizma” [Art under industrial capitalism]
was removed from the third edition. Instead the chaper “Klassovaia bor’ba i klassovaia assi-

Title page to Friche's “Sociology of Art”. 



kinds of art, including both fine and applied arts, are said to have a “social
function”. This function changes depending on the stage of revolutionary evo-
lution in which the society finds itself. Friche pleads for a nomothetic art the-
ory which formulates “the laws of evolution in art” from the standpoint of
their “social function” of genre and image in a context of their “succession of
rise and decline in the arts”. Friche’s explicit references are amongst others,
Georgii Plekhanov, who formulated the basis for Marxist-Leninist aesthetics;
Hippolyte Taine, the leading French 19th century positivists who advocated
an application of natural sciences to the study of culture, and the German art
historian Wilhelm Hausenstein who, according to Friche, was “the first to
really try formulating a sociology of art”.40

As far as colour is concerned, Friche maintained that “every artist, every
epoch, has its preferred colour scale”. Here Friche openly refers to Oswald
Spengler’s discussion from The Decline of the West on how colours “express”
and “evoke” different “impressions” in different cultures depending on their
“stage of development”.41 These preferences are to Friche “of course not gov-
erned by chance” bearing in mind that “different colours have different effects
on the psyche of the individual and society”.42 In addition to the colours cho-
sen to influence the mood of the spectator, there are two additional factors
that guide the artist’s choice of hue. The first is whether the painting is to be a
fresco or whether it is to be an easel painting (with their technical delimita-
tions), and the second whether the painting is intended for a public building
or a private home. With these arguments Friche draws the conclusion that
“insofar as all these facts represent social phenomena, this obviously shows
that it is possible to talk in terms of a sociology of colours and colour combi-
nations.”43

The next step for Friche, is now to apply the selection of colours on soci-
eties in different stages of development. Feudal, antique Greece for example,
was described as a closed society where people were contained in their little
villages and towns. Here people had only a “narrow horizon” and therefore
needed no other colours besides red and yellow (in addition to the ‘non-
colours’ black and white) to depict their nearby places. Seen from a distance
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miliatsiia v iskusstve” [The class struggle and assimilation of class in the arts] concluded the
book. 
40. Friche 1930 pp. 12–20.
41. Ibid. p. 184.
42. Ibid. p. 183. To Spengler red and yellow are the “poplular” colours: “die euklidische,
appolinische, polytheistische Farben”, whereas blue and green are “faustisch”, monotheis-
tisch”, see Spengler 1993 (11 ed.) p. 318.
43. Ibid.
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these scenes would otherwise have been expressed by blue and green. But not
at that place and time, because blue and green “are colours not for objects but
of air, destroying corporeality and evoking expressions of width distance and
infinity”.44 In renaissance Italy and seafaring Holland on the other hand,
Leonardo da Vinci, Guercino, Albani, Ruisdael and Hobbema added blue to
their palettes in order to give the impression of distance and depth by aerial
perspective. 

What Friche does here in his effort to apply a Marxist method of decipher-
ing paintings, is to explain why paintings look the way they do by trying to
imagine how the minds of peoples from different epochs mirror their sur-
rounding world onto the painted canvas. 

Another important factor to consider is, according to Friche, that “/i/t is
natural to presuppose that a strong, healthy class, still rising in power, is in an
optimistic mood, and cheerfully prefers such colours that influence the receiv-
ing psyche in a heightening way, i.e. clear, noisy and bright”.45Here, colour is
connected with the “physical and psychic health of the class” for whom the
artist paints. On the gloomy side of this argument Friche finds the
“/s/uppressed classes for whom life is no feast but only hard labour [and who]
can naturally not think of the world as a symphony of colours or in cascades of
streaming light”. The aim of this “heavy and dark colouring” is said to be a way
to “express a mental state of depression and despair”.46 The “French Wander-
ers” Antigna, Tassaert and Jeanron of the 1840–50s are given as examples.
Their sujets of freezing orphans and other calamities among the most unfortu-
nate in society such as suicides and starving people pleading for bread, with-
out doubt show the most depressing sides of capitalist society. The colour
choice for a declining class on the other hand, such as the French aristocracy
“losing its life energy” during the rococo era of 1789 show a preference for
rather “pale colours in a minor mode”. This class “leaving the stage” inclined
to favour colours “as bloodless as their faces”.47

Friche maintains that it is possible to draw a number of conclusions solely
by examining the selection of colours on the artist’s palette such as: in what
kind of economic circumstances he works and whether he works for a declin-
ing, suppressed or a governing class. These results, claimed Friche, are also
possible to transfer directly to other epochs.48

In the preface to Laws Maria Ender criticized Friche for his simplified

44. Friche 1930 p. 184. 
45. Ibid. p. 188.
46. Ibid.
47. Ibid.
48. Ibid.



“attempt to determine the independent class nature of colour combina-
tions”.49 To her, the artist chooses particular colours with the purpose of
reaching a balance within the canvas. What Friche does which Ender is oppos-
ing, is that he in a “mechanical” way simply transferred a formally conceived
colour scale to form a “basis for hostile class criticism”.50To Ender, this “mech-
anistic” method “underestimates” the possibilities of the colours.51 Still, she
considers Friche’s aim of attempting a sociological analysis of colour worth
striving for.52

If we translate Friche’s categories to his contemporary time (which he
himself does not write about) “bloodless” colours is an obvious criticism of
the “declining” pre-revolutionary symbolists, whereas the happy “collective”
reds and yellows is a praise to the communist masses, the presumptive readers
of the book.

production art and 
the reconstruction of moscow

The last groups using what Maria Ender called “mechanistic attitude towards
colour” were the “production artists” in Moscow, and Wilhelm Ostwald, who
was used at the institutes where these artists taught. 

The ”production artists” or “engineer-constructors” and “artist-construc-
tors” were a group among the Moscow constructivists upholding the utilitar-
ian side of artistic expression. These included theoreticians such as Arvatov
and Tarabukin, artists such as Rodchenko, Stepanova, the Stenberg brothers,
Popova, Tatlin and Alexander Vesnin, many of whom were connected to the
art, design and architectural institute VKhUTEMAS/VKhUTEIN, Higher
State Artistic and Technical Workshops/Institute.53At this institute a number
of architectural groups such as the Association of New Architects, ASNOVA,
and the Society of Urbanist Architects, ARU, were founded. These groups
were involved in the planning of the complete reconstruction of Moscow
which included not only magnificent open spaces for parades, but also a gar-
den city (zelênyi gorod) inspired by Ebenezer Howard.54 There was even a
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49. Ender 1932 p. 8.
50. Ibid. p. 3 and p. 8.
51. Cf., the analysis of Ender and the Wanderers above. 
52. Ender 1932 p. 9–10.
53. On the production artists and VKhUTEMAS/VKhUTEIN, see Lodder 1983, Khan-
Magomedov 1995a and 1995b. 
54. Howard in his turn was inspired by the Russian anarchist Pëtr Kropotkin. On the
reconstruction of Moscow, see Khazanova 1980 and Tillberg 1998. 
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book for children published in 1931 entitled “The Green City”, with a post-
script stating: “Kids! Nothing I have said about the Green City is fairy tale. We
don’t have such towns yet, but across the country communities for workers
are being built, new Green Cities […] These will put an end to the old and
dirty villages.”55

As the self-proclaimed “third Rome” and “centre of world proletarian rev-
olution”, Moscow had to be rebuilt in order to become a worthy representa-
tive of the communist utopia. After the revolution, the Bolsheviks moved the
capital away from St. Petersburg to Moscow. The new rulers did not want a
capital too closely linked to the former tsar and his westernized aristocracy, in
their eyes symbolizing the old, backward Russia. As the capital of the Russian
Soviet Federal Socialist Republic, RSFSR, as well as the whole Soviet Union,
it was of utmost importance to rebuild a Moscow that would serve as an
example of the new visions realized by the latest technology, and disguise the
old fashioned town it really was. The planning and discussion for a complete
reconstruction of Moscow took place 1929–1932 – coinciding with Stalin’s
first five-year plan. During four years (thanks to massive “socialist engage-
ment” the first five-year plan was completed ahead of schedule) a new Gener-
al Plan was worked out under the influence of Le Corbusier who visited this
“ideal city of the future” three times in 1928–30.56 The surroundings of the
Red Square had to be torn down or restored not only for parades but also to
make room for the new expanding administration, such as the Communist
International, Komintern, and ministries including the crucial State Planning
Ministry, Gosplan, working on tasks of “importance for the whole world”. The
parades included meetings that were to take place in open places, stadiums
and buildings with capacity for enormous masses of people. They would pass
the Palace of the Soviets and culminate in the Red Square, in the words of the
VKhUTEMAS architect Nikolai Ladovskii a “gigantic diorama” of the con-
temporary city.57

One facet of Ender’s criticism towards the production artists was their
inability to use the organizational possibilities of colouring (one of the main
achievements with the formalist method, according to her) and secondly their
artificial pasting of colours loaded with revolutionary symbolism in the city.
Her concrete examples are the use of red colours on the Red Square and the
painting of red stripes on buildings, in this way forcing colour symbols on
streets and squares with names connected to heroic events in the “red” Bol-

55. E. Evenbach Zelênyi gorod, Moscow 1931, as quoted from Starr 1978 p. 207. 
56. Tillberg 1998 p. 182.
57. Ibid. p. 183. 



shevik history.58 The other problem was, in Ender’s view, the way Ostwald
was used in the higher educational institutes for art, architecture and design
VKhUTEMAS/VKhUTEIN in Moscow.59Ender not only criticizes Ostwald
for his normative Harmony=Order (cf. chapter 4), but also her Moscow col-
leagues for their uncritical use of this theory as “purely scientific” in their
colour programme in the higher educational institutes. To her this approach
to harmony was nothing but “metaphysical”60 a terrible invective in the sovi-
et 1930s. 

VKhUTEMAS/VKhUTEIN colour programme

Nikolai Fëdorov and Sergei Kravkov were those responsible for the course on
colour theory at VKhUTEMAS/VKhUTEIN during the second half of the
1920s until the institute was closed down in 1930. When VKhUTEIN was split
into other institutes of art, design and architecture, the teaching of colour con-
tinued to be a part of the education curriculum at these new institutes, with cur-
ricula that included polygraphy, architecture, textile and crafts.61

Fëdorov Nikolai Fëdorov (1891–1952) was a physiologist who had written on
colour since the 1920s. His articles on the difficulties of measuring reflected
colour were referred to in military reports such as “Problems and methods in
research on protective colouring” in the journal “War and technology”.62

What the military industry asked for was “real science” which could “anticipa-
te phenomena”, generally a big problem within the colour field, where scienti-
fic results did not give the direct answers demanded by practice.63 What was
needed, in this case from the military, was protective colours preventing dis-
covery by the enemy. What science provided however, was data on waveleng-
th in spectral colours. In his articles, Fëderov pinpointed these problems by
discussing the fact that physical stimuli cannot directly be transferred to sen-
sations and perceptions.64 However, to solve the matter he in fact took the
easy way out. For example the difficulty of measuring reflected colour was
explained to be caused by the “subjective characteristics of colour” without
any further precision.65

253Contemporary Voices on Colour in the USSR

58. Ender 1932 p. 9. 
59. Ibid. pp. 3–4.
60. Ibid. p. 4.
61. Fëdorov 1935 p. 4, Kravkov 1932 pp. 5–8.
62. Teplov 1928.
63. Ibid. 
64. Fëdorov 1927a and 1927b. 
65. Fëdorov 1927a. 
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In 1935 Fëdorov’s book Kurs Obshchego Tsvetovedenia [General course in
colour-theory] was published. Four years later it reappeared in a second
revised edition.66 Fëdorov’s focus was on colorimetry (the science of colour
measurement) where the visual apparatus is a “zero instrument” (nulevoi
instrument) with vision taken for granted.67The object of study was therefore
not colour vision, but rather the sources of colour that are colorimetrically
measurable as spectrally visible waves of energy.68The handbook was intend-
ed for institutes of higher education and presented the instructions on colour
considered necessary by the author for housepainters, textile-workers, pho-
tographers, printing trades workers, architects, anthropologists and other
specialists. The content of the book corresponds to the courses calculated for
64 hours given by the author at the Mendeleev Chemico-Technological Insti-
tute and at the chemical-technological faculty at the Moscow Textile Insti-
tute.69 Some of these new institutes were former VKhUTEMAS faculties.

Kravkov Together with Fëdorov, Sergei Kravkov (1893–1951) was responsible
for the VKhUTEMAS colour programme. Kravkov was a prolific writer and
eventually became a highly honoured soviet physiologist and psychologist,
specializing in the field of physiology of sense organs and physiological optics.
As the “founder of Soviet pharmacology” he even has his own heading in the
Great Soviet Encyclopaedia, published in London in 1976.70 In 1921–24 Krav-
kov worked at RAKhN studying colour perceptual problems at the Physico-
Physiological Department founded by Kandinsky, and then taught colour
theory at VKhUTEMAS. Between 1931 and 1951 Kravkov was the head of a
laboratory within the Institute of Psychology, and in 1936 he organized the
laboratory of optics at the Helmholtz Institute of Eye Diseases in Moscow. In
1945 he established the laboratory of physiology of optics in the Institute of
Philosophy of the Academy of Sciences in the USSR. Kravkov was a corre-

66. The title of the second edition was changed to Obshchee tsvetovedeniie – [General
colour-theory]. Fëdorov 1939. 
67. Fëdorov 1935 p. 5.
68. Physics was, according to Fëdorov’s foreword, reduced to a minimum, as the author
assumed the reader had the qualifications in physics of a “normal course from a higher tech-
nical institution”. If the content still was too difficult to understand, the reader was recom-
mended to become aquainted with basics in colour in Nyberg’s Izmereniie tsveta i tsvetovye
standarty [Colour measurement and colour standards] from 1932 and Richter’s Osnova
ucheniia o tsvetakh [Basics in colour studies], Fëdorov 1932 p. 4. Nyberg provides introduc-
tions on colour physics, standards and measurements, whereas Richter is a more popular
introduction to colour in general which Fëderov had translated from German to Russian
and supplemented with commentaries, see Nyberg 1932 and Richter 1927 and 1931. 
69. Fëdorov 1935 p. 4. 
70. Great Soviet Encyclopedia 1976 vol. 13 p. 492. 



sponding member of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR and the Academy
of Medical Sciences of the USSR and became a Honoured Scientist of the
RSFSR in 1947.71

Kravkov’s and Fëdorov’s VKhUTEMAS colour programme opened with
a historical overview of different theories including the epoch before and after
Newton, with Helmholtz, Bezold and Exner as representatives of “physiolog-
ical colour theories”. Ostwald was ranked under the heading “psychological
colour theories” together with Hering and Schopenhauer. The “modern
epoch” presented physical and “psychophysical” theories. The basis for the
“Physical Section” was the theory of electro-magnetic light and colour, con-
tinuing with light effects on matter, light reflexes on painted surfaces, optical
characteristics of various colorants, the difference of mixing colour as light
(additive colour mixture) and mixture of colorants such as pigments, varnish-
es (subtractive colour mixture). In optical colour mixing, Ostwald’s instru-
ment for polar colour mixtures “POMI” was given as a concrete example. The
“Psychophysical Section” began with an introduction of the anatomy, histol-
ogy and physiology of the eye, and psychological factors determining colour;
brightness, hue and purity and methods of measuring them.72

The name “Psychophysical Section” underlined the materiality of the psy-
che in its connection with physics. Of this whole programme intended for
artists and architects, it is questionable how much was in reality useful to prac-
tical colour application, except for the visual adaptation to different light con-
ditions, anomalies in colour perception (complete colour blindness, “red-
green” and “blue-yellow” blindness), the description of colour contrasts and a
history of its significance for artists. 

Ostwald Ostwald was an important ingredient studied from various aspects
in the VKhUTEMAS/VKhUTEIN colour programme.73 This interest in
Ostwald is partly explained by the fact that Kravkov introduced Ostwald in
Russia.74 The colour programme at VKhUTEMAS resulted in Kravkov’s

255Contemporary Voices on Colour in the USSR

71. Among Kravkov’s works: Rukovodstvo k prakticheskim zaniatiiam po tsvetovedeniu
[Practical handbook in colour theory] Moscow 1932. Ocherk obshchei psikhofiziologii organov
chuvstv [Study in the common psychophysiology of sense organs] Moscow-Leningrad 1946,
Vzaimodeistviia organov chuvst [Interaction in sense organs] Moscow-Leningrad, 1948; Glaz
i ego rabota [The eye and its functions] Moscow-Leningrad 1950 4th ed. first ed. 1931,
Tsvetnoe zrenie [Colour vision] Moscow 1951. 
72. Efimov 1973 pp. 15–17. 
73. A principal outline of his work was presented, including his theory of colour hues,
“whiteness” and “blackness”; his method for colour standardisation and his method of
defining colours based on the double cone. 
74. Kravkov elaborated the colour programme at VKhUTEMAS at the same time as he 
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Rukovodstvo k prakticheskim zaniatiiam po tsvetovedeniiu [Handbook for prac-
tical exercises in colour theory] published at the State Techniko-Theoretical
Publishing House in Moscow. It was aimed at colour education at architectu-
re and building institutes. Kravkov points out the importance of “specifying
different colours, as well as measuring these differences, for an exact descrip-
tion, which in its turn results in a strict and rational system” (Kravkov’s ita-
lics).75 One whole chapter is devoted to “Harmonious Colour Combina-
tions” according to Ostwald.76 Concerning “Harmony=Order”, Kravkov
regarded Ostwald as having taken “the first innovative steps”.77 In a review a
few years later in the journal Sovremennaia Arkhitektura [Contemporary
architecture] of 1929, Kravkov gave prominence to Ostwald’s nomenclature
of colours, as well as his selection of “harmonious colour combinations” for
their practical applicability. In the review Kravkov considered Ostwald’s
colour harmonies presented in his atlases, charts and scales and points out
their usefulness “for the practitioner, especially the architect”.78 In the preface
to the Russian edition of Farbenkunde, Kravkov emphasized the usefulness of
Ostwald’s colour doctrine for industrial purposes, especially the colour atlas
with its standardized colour norms. “The application of it [the colour atlas] at
the state porcelain manufacturer’s in Meissen has turned out to be very fruit-
ful […] and paints the most cheerful and promising perspectives for the futu-
re”.79

Although Kravkov is not uncritical towards the double colour cone for its
maximum colours along the equatorial line (because yellow should be closer
to the white pole, and blue to the black) his focus is on the positive. Ostwald’s
biggest merit was that he not only constructed his colour solid in theory, but
also carried it out into a concrete colour atlas with 680 colour samples, which,
for practical use “without doubt is the most accomplished” and which was
“now available on the market”.80 But Maria Ender raised objections against
the view that the theory of harmony is not really criticized. She also rejected
this view of harmony of colours as a prescriptive norm.81

edited, wrote the preface and the commentaries to Tsvetovedenie, the 1926 Russian edition
of Ostwald’s comprehensive Farbkunde (Leipzig 1923), see Ostval’d 1926 and Kravkov 1926. 
75. Kravkov 1932 p. 5. 
76. Ibid. pp. 6–7 and pp. 35–38. 
77. Kravkov 1926. 
78. Ibid. pp. 13–14 and 1929 pp. 88–89.
79. Kravkov’s introduction to Ostwald Tsvetovedenie 1926 p. 6.
80. Kravkov 1926 p. 13. In a review a few years later, Ostwald’s colour scale is recommend-
ed for architects whose interest is restricted to “practical and applied problems” because it is
“easy to handle” and for its “conveniency for measuring lightness”, Kravkov 1929, pp. 88–89. 
81. Ender 1932 pp. 3–5.



Leopold Richter In addition to Kravkov, Fëdorov and Nyberg, one more
source where Ostwald’s harmony of colour was presented, was in Leopold
Richter’s handbook on colour, also this referred to in Ender’s preface to
Laws.82

The first Russian edition of professor Leopold Richter’s Die Farbe als wis-
senschaftliche und künstlerische Probleme – Osnovy ucheniia o tsvetakh appeared
in 1927 with a second edition in 1931.83The content of this handbook in many
ways corresponds to the VKhUTEMAS-VKhUTEIN colour programme by
Kravkov and Fëdorov so this was probably the text book they used. The
Higher Scientific Council Department of Science and Art even recommended
it as a text book for graduate and post-graduate artistic-technical education
and it obviously answered to a need for Russian speakers when it was translat-
ed in 1927, judging by the appearance of a second edition of another 5000
copies a mere four years later. 

Richter is a popularly written introduction into colour for beginners,
among them artists and people working with artistic aspects within industry,
with the explicit intention to “spare them from a number of mistakes and con-
sequently spare them from wasting energy”. Its 136 pages (without colour-
illustrations “because of the high costs”) provide a basic background on
colour in summarizing important ideas of colour physics and colour vision:
Boyle on interference of colours by thin films, Lazarev on visual purple, Nagel
on darkness-brightness adaption, von Kries on duplicity theory, Young-
Helmholtz trichromatic theory; Dalton, Le Favre, Bezold and Holmgren on
colour-blindness; Goethe on coloured shadows, Chevreul on simultaneous
contrast, Hering on opponency-theory and a summary of the important
“Relation of Optics in Painting” by Helmholtz.84 Among the colour systems
Richter presents, we find Newton’s wheel, Lambert’s cone, Runge’s sphere
and Chevreul’s half-sphere. Of the colour atlases referred to, Munsell’s is men-
tioned as the one most widespread in the USA whereas Ostwald’s is described
more in detail as a prerequisite for the chapter devoted to his thesis on colour
harmony. 

In Fëdorov’s preface to the second edition of Richter it says that the chap-
ter on colour harmonies was rewritten by Nyberg.85But, as correctly objected
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82. Ibid. p. 4. 
83. The original German title is given by the translator who maintained that it appeared as
a result of a series of lectures held at the Institute for Graphical Arts in Vienna, where it was
published in 1923, see Richter 1927 p. 6. Despite this information however, I have not been
able to track down this original even in the Viennese National Library. 
84. Richter 1927 pp. 106–109. 
85. Fëderov’s preface to Richter 1931 p. 4.
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to by Maria Ender, without any actual revision of the theory of harmony.86 In
the 1927 edition of Richter, the chapter on harmony is called “Aesthetics of
Colour” which in the 1931 edition was changed to “Harmony of Colours”.87

Here Nyberg echoed Ostwald by maintaining that “all harmonies conform to
a law” if this regularity can be immediately visually recognized.88

conclusion

This chapter has considered theories on colour perception from a perspective
of soviet ideology during the end of the 1920s and early 1930s. This time
roughly coincides with the establishment of dialectical materialism – diamat,
the first five-year plan to industrialize the country, the cultural revolution
which centralized the world of culture and science, and the rebuilding of
Moscow to become the capital of the new communist world. The entire soci-
ety was to be reformulated. Economy, science, culture, industry, psychology –
all spheres were involved. Colour was perhaps not the top priority issue, nev-
ertheless it was judged important enough to achieve its own article, consisting
of ten columns (two per page) in the ideological guide Bol’shaia sovetskaia
entsiklopediia, BSE. 

The chapter roughly discusses three trains of thought: colour vision from
a materialist point of view, colour restricted to symbolic values and artificially
conceived colour harmonies applied in practical colour design. 

From a physical, physiological, psychological and art point of view, colour
had to be moulded to fit with developing ideology. The solution, as the BSE
presentation on colour distinctly stated, was to stipulate the use of colour to
be something only existing within the explicit codes of the diamat doctrine,
i.e., as simple reflections of the physical world, the consequences of which
have been outlined in this chapter. 

The “psychology” of colour was limited to “evaluations” and “associa-
tions” of visible colour. In this way colour content was defined in terms of
feelings it was supposed to give rise to, judgements that in an unproblematiz-
ing way were transferred to painting. The “colour sociologist” Friche’s efforts

86. Ender 1932 p. 4. Considering the long time it often took for books to appear during this
hardening censorship, Ender was quick in her response to the second Richter book with
Fëdorov’s foreword signed on June 13th 1931. It could have taken several months before the
book really appeared to the public. After censorship it should be both printed and distrib-
uted.
87. Richter 1927 “Estetika tsveta” pp. 132ff and 1931 “Garmoniia tsveta” pp. 122–127.
88. Nyberg’s rewritten chapter in Richter 1931, see Nyberg 1931 p. 123.



to apply a Marxist method to decipher paintings, explained why paintings
look the way they do by trying to imagine how the minds of peoples from dif-
ferent epochs mirror their surrounding world onto painted canvas. Friche
used Oswald Spengler’s discussion from The Decline of the West on how
colours “express” and “evoke” different “impressions” in different cultures
depending on their “stage of development”. The curious consequence of this
argument was that it was considered “objective” to use colour as an allusive
symbol, limited and agreed upon by a group of the politically ”correct” peo-
ple, whereas perception on the other hand, was considered “subjective” and,
therefore, bad. By stipulating how colour should be defined, no room was left
for discussions which concerned mental processes. The masses could be calm.
Nothing was supposed to exist except for what the eye immediately registers
and mirrors. No frightening “hidden” or “mystical” forces were to be consid-
ered, no doubts or questions to arise. 

Matiushin’s way of describing the evolution in art from prehistory until
today recalls Friche’s, with the difference that if Friche’s determinate for evo-
lution was class-struggle, for Matiushin it was the ability to visualize and thus
comprehend an increasing number of dimensions.

The modernists’ interest in form- and colour interplay (Mach-band, flick-
ering borders, afterimages, etc), was really nothing but visual phenomena that
appear as a result of interaction between painting and spectator. They found
themselves in an ideologically problematic grey zone. Not only had they min-
imized the compulsory concern with class-struggle to zero, they took interest
in issues dangerously close to body-mind problematics. According to diamat
everything derives from matter. Even the human psyche and its processes was
reduced to a mere reflection of the material world, facts established by
Philosopher Number One – Stalin himself. Different facets of appearance
produce various qualities as for example water turned into ice: different qual-
ities but the same elements are still the same. Physiological processes as mod-
ifiers of physical stimuli were difficult to explain epistemologically by diamat
insofar as its “objective reality” exists independently of our being conscious of
it. The solution to the colour issue with its ends opening into all possible
directions, was to delete all possible question marks. “Objective” colour was
reflected from “objective” reality and matter from matter. 

Ostwald-Kravkov-Fëderov-Nyberg on Order = Harmony and Friche-
Spengler on class and evolution represented established colour attitude dur-
ing the 1920s and 1930s in the Soviet Union. Maria Ender rejected this
method as being “mechanical”. It applied colour scales for objects in sur-
roundings completely different to those in which they had been conceived,
without any adjustments. As a method for practical colouring, Ender consid-
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ered it useless. The problem was that harmonies which had been artificially
achieved in non-realistic situations isolated from surrounding factors, were
converted into colour scales used as norms to be applied on a vast industrial
scale where the hunger for “objectivity” and ”scientificality” was great. In spite
of Kravkov’s striving for objectivity he illogically discussed such relative aes-
thetic concepts as “harmony” and “beauty”. It seems as if Ostwald, a successful
authority in Germany, would also be applicable in Russia where there were no
standardized colour scales available before Ostwald’s and where the need for
standardization was great for rapid industrial expansion. The knowledge nec-
essary for evaluating these colour theories was lacking. Therefore Ostwald’s
method was widely applied for practical purposes. Maria Ender accused the
colour harmony approach of being “metaphysical”. This was a humiliating
invective considering that the method was considered usable “as standards for
beauty” for practical colour design. And not for just any buildings, but for the
enormous industrial complexes that were to symbolize the new socialist super
power. 
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9.  Survival Strategy

Emancipated man will want to attain a greater equilibrium in the work of 
his organs and a more proportional developing and wearing out of his tissues, 
in order to reduce the fear of death to a rational reaction of his organism towards 
danger. […] Man will make it his purpose to master his own feelings, to raise 
his instincts to the heights of consciousness, to make them transparent, to extend 
the wires of his will into hidden recesses, and thereby to raise himself to a new plane, 

to create a higher social biologic type, or, if you please, a superman. 
leon trotskii, literature & revolution, 1925.1

In the previous chapter the ideological context was given as a relief to
Matiushin’s work and now we will look into the implications these political
factors had for him. Matiushin’s ideas did not change much over the years. It
was the reality around him that changed drastically. What happened to
Matiushin and his group in this epoch of changes? How did Matiushin and
his group cope with the political circumstances? What strategies did they use
so they could work and how were their ideas received? 

Colour can be stripped of its complexity and its meaning be strictly limited
as we saw in the previous chapter, or it can be treated in its many-faceted com-
plexity, which corresponds more to what Matiushin attempted. Is this why
Matiushin did not participate in public debate? One natural reason was of
course the publication of Laws as late as 1932 when the centralization of the
intellectual world under the banner of socialist realism took place and
Matiushin in this connection was branded a formalist. The formalists focused
on resolving a compositional balance, whether in a painting an interior design
or the exterior of a building. This approach concerned the life of painting
within a frame or the building in relation to its own parts more than an inter-
relation with sociological aspects of society. In the campaign against formal-
ism in the early 1930s2 this made them absurdly enough branded as enemies in
the class-struggle, 

1. English translation in Trotsky 1968 pp. 255–256.
2. On the antiformalist campaign, see e.g. Fitzpatrick 1992 pp. 196–199 and Brown 1982 pas-
sim. For the general atmosphere in these years, Ermolaev 1997 chapter “Censorship in 1932–
1945. Intensification”, pp. 51–97, within science Medvedev 1979 and Krementsev pp. 31–45. 
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In the 1930s the dichotomy between “objective” and “subjective” science
hardened. The winner was dialectical materialism. Diamat was not just any
philosophy, but “the basically scientific and true philosophy”.3 It was also a sci-
ence: “the science which studies the relationship of knowledge to the objec-
tive, material world”.4Transferred to our object of interest – colour – it can be
approached either by an “objective” standpoint with material colorants
and/or the stimulus of light measurable as wave-length as its basis, or with
focus on the appearance of colour based on perception which is “subjective”.5

This dichotomy is still found in colour studies, in the West as well as in the for-
mer socialist countries. In the Soviet Union, as I showed in the previous chap-
ter, this construction was formulated in the 1930s, and continued without
much further discussion during the larger part of the 20th century, as wit-
nessed from the preface to Lenina Mironova’s book Tsvetovedenie [Colour
theory] from 1984, where the objective-subjective issue in colour was reduced
to one single sentence.6

Matiushin made it difficult for himself in many ways. He relativized a
world which should instead be comprehensible at one glance with a 360° visu-
al angle: illusion-like afterimages, colour changing due to its surroundings
and synaesthetic research causing a subjectivity/objectivity problem with its
non-compatible test data.7 And as if this was not enough, his experiments
came dangerously close to the body-mind-problem. 

Matiushin had a number of issues to solve if he were to become accepted.
But should we therefore simply discard Matiushin as the formalist he was
branded as and simply conclude the discussion? Or do we wish to add more
nuances to the picture? Instead of simply discarding these problems, found
difficult to swallow during the epoch of diamat, let us take a closer look at
Matiushin’s strategy for continuing working with these questions. After all,
he did manage to publish Laws in spite of rapidly increasing pressure from the
censorship authorities. How did he do this? Was he able to formulate his
activities in a way that was politically acceptable or were there other reasons
behind it? Is Matiushin to be considered an anomaly or was he in some ways
also in tune with his age?

3. Blakeley 1975 p. 4.
4. Ibid.
5. For “subjective colours” see Kaiser & Boynton 1996 pp. 33ff. and Hurvich 1981
pp. 180–194.
6. Mironova 1984 p. 7.
7. Synaesthetes are almost never identically synasthetic, but usually one of the senses slight-
ly predominates over the other, Cytowic 1989 pp. 12–14.



repentance from formalism 

The 1920s debate in Soviet Russia concerning aesthetic subjects such as art
and literature, focused on the conflict between “realists” and “formalists”. As
we have already seen, the realists considered art to be a “mirror” of reality in
accordance with the diamat dogma. The formalists, on the other hand,
thought of art as being an end in itself.8The realists eventually developed their
doctrine into socialist realism, which became the norm from 1932, the very
same year that Matiushin’s colour theory miraculously passed censorship and
was published. The realists thought of Matiushin as a formalist, which made it
difficult for him to make his voice heard.

The preface to Laws by Maria Ender seems to be an effort to explain and to
some extent to defend Matiushin by criticizing and elucidating his motifs in
order to make the censorship more favourably disposed to his work and as a
result approve it for printing. Ender’s strategy was to show that this work was
only a part of a much larger concept which included an awareness of current
ideological requirements. This “criticism and self-criticism” was an obligatory
part of party etiquette during Stalin’s cultural revolution; showing awareness
of one’s flaws like a critic or “repentant sinner”. It was a way of showing sub-
mission to the latest party line.9

Ender positions Matiushin within the Russian avant-garde as a futurist
“ally of the proletariat” but with the flaw of painting “non-representational
art” which was a “bourgeois imperialist remnant”.10 In the role of an external
critical voice she attacked Matiushin’s “formalistic method” of research for it’s
“over-emphasized” interest in spatial interrelations.11 “However”, she asserts,
“it would be wrong to stop at this stage of analysis”.12 Instead “the whole for-
malistic system must be revised”.13 It would be necessary to add to the method
of laboratory exercises, that should be understood only as a first step, a “soci-
ological analysis” in order to connect form with content. Ender regards
Friche’s ambition of making a sociological analysis of colour worth striving
for. This, she says, is an important aspect not yet incorporated in Matiushin’s
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8. From the second half of the 1920s, the formalists Iurii Tynianov and Boris Eikhenbaum
sought to formulate principles for the function of literature in a larger social context, but
that did not save them from being furiously attacked.
9. This “self-criticism” was common in the scientific community from the late 1920s to the
Second World War, where the common enemy became the “German fascists” rather than
the formalists. On the system of self-criticism, see Krementsev 1997 pp. 220 f.
10. Ender’s preface to Laws 1932 pp. 5–6.
11. Ibid. p. 7.
12. Ibid. p. 10.
13. Ibid. p. 9.



264 iv. ideology

method. Matiushin’s endeavour to define the “ideological content” of colours
showed, claimed Ender, that he was actually on the way to defining the “cre-
ative dialectic-materialistic method in the arts” by “assimilating” and “reveal-
ing the class content in images”.14 Her message is that it is here that
Matiushin’s future task for colour theory is to be found, and as such it can be
applied to industrial purposes. This evaluation of Friche, the “founding
father” of Soviet colour sociology, is possibly only lip-service paid to make
Laws pass censorship. 

the quest for scientificality

Science in the Soviet 1920s was a way of becoming politically accepted. It was
also a guarantee for financial state subsidies. The entire society became
impregnated with “naukoobrazie” (nauka = science, obrazovat’ = to form),
which meant a making of everything into science.15 With NOT. Scientific
Organization of Labour in the Arts as a guiding principle (discussed in chapter
2), Matiushin wanted to appear scientific in order not to be accused of meta-
physicism and occultism.16 In spite of many obscure sources, Matiushin
overtly rejected occultism maintaining that what he made was nothing but
“objective observations”.17

The scientific tools used by Matiushin were not measuring instruments to
quantify light-waves or ophthalmoscopes for looking into the retina, which
physiologist and physicists would have worked with. Instead he concentrated
on the finest instrument available – the human eye. Using himself and his stu-
dents as test subjects, visual impressions received under different experimen-
tal conditions were reported. In order to refrain from the risk of being regard-
ed as artistic dilettantes by the political authorities, the thorough research
consisted of innumerable observations. The labour (Latin – labore) carried
out in the laboratories, made art into a duty and a job like any other job, which
would hopefully make it more accepted in the eyes of the puritan, moralistic
communists. Another method used by the Department of Organic Culture to
avoid unwanted individual and thus “subjective” results was applying statisti-
cal research methods with questionnaires. The questionnaires testing percep-
tion of colour and form were used on children in kindergarten and the idea

14. Ibid. pp. 9–10.
15. In practice the new all-embracing scientific approach also included a predilection for a
difficult and impermeable language, cf. Krementsev.
16. Ender 1932 p. 7. For NOT see also Stites 1989 pp. 146 ff. 
17. Matiushin 1976a p. 173. 



was to continue these “maximally simple and repeat” tests on “bigger masses”
in institutes and factories over the whole Soviet Union, but no financial fund-
ing was given for this research.18

In late 1925, Matiushin participated together with the other departments
at GINKhUK in Moscow, arranged under the auspices of Glavnauka, the sec-
tion within Narkompros where issues concerning science were dealt with, in
Moscow.19This gave Matiushin the opportunity of showing his colour exper-
iments to a larger audience, and meeting and considering criticism from the
outside. At the same time it was necessary for financial reasons for him to keep
government organs informed on his research. The exhibition was an impor-
tant stage insofar as the role of Glavnauka was to promote Soviet Science on a
government level, both within the country, but also in arrangement of con-
tacts with the international community. Through Glavnauka research materi-
al, optic equipment (from Siemens and Zeiss for example) and scientific jour-
nals and literature could be acquired.20Although Matiushin’s focus was visu-
al experience, access to more resources and specialist literature would have
meant greater development of his research. 

The increasing demand for scientificality is visible in the Matiushin mate-
rial. In a GINKhUK report from 1925, Matiushin compared observational
results achieved without using the eyes with results from Extended Vision.21

This meant that Extended Visionwas not to be separated from the activities of
the brain or mind, a ‘detail’ left out in Laws. In order to be published, it was
safer not to include words that would raise eyebrows and thus put obstacles in
the way. Instead Matiushin designed experiments and recognized the general
patterns of his data in the empiricist tradition of Helmholtz, Pavlov and
Lazarev. 

Accepted research by “founding fathers”

In Laws Matiushin’s account of sight was made exclusively in terms of anato-
my, physiological and chemical processes.22This presentation mainly derived
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18. TsGALI SPb f. 244, op. 1 d. 71 l. 18 and list 22. 
19. Ibid. delo 48 list 39. See Kapeliush p. 16 for more on Glavnauka. 
20. For the role of Glavnauka, Medvedev 1979 chapter 2.
21. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 23 (1925).
22. The “perceptive apparatus” was the eye alone, consisting of a system of refracting media
(crystalline lens, cornea, choroid membrane) and an inner membrane of the eyeball – the
retina. On the retina there are two different kinds of sensing elements: the colour perceiv-
ing cones in the centre, and the light perceiving rods in the periphery. Laws p. 12. Matiushin
also held a lecture on the different physiological aspects of the retina in autumn 1925, see
TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 32. 
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from the Soviet physicist and biophysicist Pëtr Lazarev who in his turn devel-
oped the Young-Helmholtz trichromatic theory from which phenomena such
as successive and simultaneous contrast are derived.23 Lazarev’s most success-
ful book Ionnaia teoriia vozbuzhdeniia (Die Ionentheorie der Reizung) was
published in Russian and in German the same year (1923).24 Eventually
Lazarov became very celebrated with his appointment as director of the Bio-
physical Laboratory under the Academy of Sciences in the USSR in 1938, an
Academy where he was already a member. The references to Lazarev, Helm -
holtz and von Kries in Laws were important for various reasons. What he
needed them for, in addition to their ideas, was as alibis accepted in the scien-
tific world, a necessity in the political climate of the Soviet 1920s. It was very
important that Lazarev gave quantitative explanations to a number of laws
governing visual impressions to make them acceptable from a materialist
standpoint. Being a true empiricist always guaranteeing the scientific value of
his discoveries by experiments, Helmholtz was also an accepted name in the
eyes of the Soviet authorities. A number of his works were translated and
commented on well into the 1920s. Helmholtz was highly esteemed not only
by Lazarev who, in addition to developing a number of his ideas, wrote a
whole book on him.25 Even Lenin considered Helmholtz to be “one of the
last century’s greatest scientists” and wrote an article on Helmholtz’ relation
to diamat.26

In addition to references to accepted scientists, Matiushin used a termi-
nology which evoked associations to accepted research. One example is that
he occasionally changed the accepted term “afterimage”, which is the term
normally used in colour science, for “complementary colour reflex in the
eye”.27 The word reflex evokes association to the internationally renowned
Nobel Prize winner Ivan Pavlov’s (1849–1936) research on conditioned reflex-

23. Laws pp. 15–19. Lazarev 1923a pp. 71 ff (Russian ed.).
24 Lazarev 1923a and 1923b. 
25. Lazarev Gel’mgol’ts, Leningrad 1925. 
26. V. I. Lenin “Kritiku nekotorykh filosofskikh vzgliadov Gel’mgol’tsa s tochki zreniia
dialekticheskogo materializma” in Materializm i empiriokrititsizm, Sobranie sochinenii, 1st.
ed. vol. X. Quotation from BSE, Vol. 15, 1929 p. 98. Works by and on Helmholtz in Russian
after 1917 O sokhranenii sily, Moscow 1922; Skorost’ rasprostraneniia nervnogo vozbuzhdeni-
ia, Moscow-Petrograd 1923; Sily prirody i ikh vzaimodeistvie, Gomel’ 1925. In addition to
Lazarev’s book, another book on Helmholtz was published the same year by V. Zernov
Gel’mgol’ts, Moscow-Leningrad 1925. 
27. “Posledovatel’nyi obraz”, Laws p. 16 and “dopolnitel’nyi refleks v glazu”, ibid. p. 18. Colour
reflexes in the eyes “tsvetovye refleksi v glazu” is used in his experimental material, see for
example TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 48 l. 25 ob. And in autumn 1925 Maria Ender present-
ed a project for charts on research on “colour reflexes in the eye” in connection with work-
ing on complementary colours. TsGALI Spb f. op. 1. d. 48. list 32ob. 



es (although his work was on stimulus linked to behaviour among dogs).28

Pavlov, the behaviourist psycho-physiologist, was the “founding father” of
medical sciences in the tradition of Ivan Sechenov (1829–1905) – the “found-
ing father” of Russian physiology. Sechenov claimed that psychic life could be
reduced to muscular movement taking the form of a reflex as a response to
external stimulus. His “objective” methods of psychological investigation
anticipated many of the ideas of the 20th-century behaviourists in Russia.29 In
this way, Matiushin subtly showed his faithfulness to the greatest Soviet sci-
entists, insofar as these “founding fathers” of ideologically accepted science
indirectly were representatives of the Party and the State.30

Parallel to Pavlov, Vladimir Bekhterev (1857–1927) worked at the Military-
Medical Academy, later Institute of Experimental Medicine, in the same
vicinity as Matiushin and GINKhUK. After a sejour in Leipzig and Paris,
where he belonged to the circle of Wundt, Du Bois, Reymond and Charcot,
Bekhterev became a professor at the Military-Medical Academy in 1894. He
wrote nearly 600 scientific works on anatomy, neurophysiology, psychiatry
and psychology.31 To both Pavlov and Bekhterev, “subjective” impressions
were considered a bio-social phenomenon and could be adequately covered
by biology and sociology. Bekhterev considered the only reliable method to
be the objective method applied in the natural sciences, i. e., the positivist
method. “Since the subjective processes of man are only accessible to purely
subjective methods, such as introspection or self-observation, man’s subjec-
tive processes and the processes of consciousness can never be a valid object of
scientific observation.”32 The “new science” Bekhterev wanted to constitute,
would study human personality from a strictly objective, bio-social, stand-
point restricted solely to external behaviour, i.e., “reflexes” related to stimuli
or impulses from physical surroundings. Bekhterev called this new science
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28. See also Tillberg 1996 pp. 201–204. 
29. Sechenov’s main interest was the objective study of psychic phenomena. In his three
most important works “Reflexes of the brain” (1863), “Who is to elaborate the problems of
psychology and how?” (1873), and “Elements of thought” (1878) he develops the idea of
reflexes, and a method for the objective investigation of mental life. His influence on
Russian psychology can hardly be exaggerated and is second only to Pavlov, who acknowl-
edged his indebtness to him, see Payne 1968 pp. 7–9. 
30. For the reference to Great Scientists as “founding fathers” as a way of legitimizing the
authority of their “symbiont, the party-state apparatus”, see Krementsov 1997 pp. 221–225.
31. Among his most important titles we find: “Nerve-paths in the brain and spinal chord”
(1893), “The fundamentals of cerebral functions (1903), “Objective psychology” (1907),
“General principles of human reflexology” (1917), “Collective reflexology” (1921)” and “The
brain and its activity” (1928). 
32. Bekhterev General Principle od Human Reflexology, London 1933, as quoted from Payne
1968 p. 10. 
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Objective Psychology or Reflexology, according to which all mental, or psychic
processes are reflexes caused by external impulses in the form of “neural elec-
tricity”.33 The institute carrying out research in this tradition, was eventually
renamed Institute of the Brain.34

It is possible that Matiushin initially achieved information on Reflexology
and other physical and biological research from his friend Nikolai Kul’bin
(1868–1917), a medical doctor who was also active in avant-garde circles as a
painter, theorist and organizer. Kul’bin had graduated from the Military-
Medical Academy where Sechenov, Pavlov and Bekhterev all taught. Kulbin
produced a doctoral dissertation and a number of scientific articles at the Mil-
itary-Medical Academy between 1887 and 1907 when artistic activities took
over.35

new man 

Matiushin’s interest in the immaterial aspects of colour did not at all fit into
the ideological changes. But one part of his worldview did match: his amelio-
rating programme with the ambition of becoming a New Man. Biological
inheritance and environmental influence were issues very much discussed
during the first decades of the 20th century in Russia as a part of the utopian
dream of a New Man.36

That this was something acceptable even in the highest political spheres,
can be seen from the Trotskii quotation which introduces this chapter. This
hope to create a ”new human species” was however not invented by the com-
munists, but rather by pre-revolutionary philosophers and artists. In 1899
Vladimir Solov’ëv’s essay “The idea of supreme man” was published in the
journal “World of Art” which Matiushin and Guro read. With references to

33. Payne 1968, pp. 10–11 and p. 41. On Russian reflexology, see also Boring 1950 p. 634–638
and Vucinich 1970 pp. 319–323. 
34. Krementsev 1997 p. 224.
35. In 1908–09 Kul’bin’s “Triangle: the art and psychology group” organized an exhibition
where Matiushin and his wife Elena Guro participated. Kul’bin introduced Kandinsky’s On
the Spiritual in Art in Russia in 1911 and himself wrote texts on music and colour, texts that
he was possibly inspired to by Matiushin. In Kandinsky’s Blaue Reiter Almanach (1912)
Kul’bin contributed with the text “Free Music” but at that time he and Matiushin were no
longer on friendly terms. Kul’bin edited the “Triangle” publication and contributed with
texts such as: “Svobodnoe iskusstvo kak osnova zhizni” [Free art as the basis for life],
“Svobodnaia muzika” [Free music] and “Tsvetnaia muzyka” [Colour Music] in Studiia
Impressionistov, see Kul’bin 1910. 
36. See for example Gutkin 1999 pp. 107 ff.



the philosophers Nietzsche, Hegel and the zoologists Darwin and Haeckel, a
“supreme path for man” was described as possible for those who realize the
possibilities of turning our “sole two eyes” into “prophetic pupils”.37 Among
the “life-creators” were the “God-builders”, futurists (the poet Khlebnikov
launched the neologism budetlianin, ”future man”), the philosopher Nikolai
Fëderov (1829–1903), who was convinced that even the dead body could
physically resurrect under the right circumstances, the Nietzscheans and sym-
bolists with Belyi’s essay “The Creation of Life”.38

In Victory over the Sun, the “First futurist opera” from 1913 with Matiushin
as musical composer, Malevich as stage-composer, the zaum-poets Khleb-
nikov and Kruchënych as constructors of the words, future life was anticipat-
ed. In the second act, when the sun had been defeated, people tried to adjust
to the new circumstances in the new country where the law of gravitation no
longer existed. Instead of the sun, a many-coloured eye appeared “pëstryi
glaz”. Looking for the sunset, people declared “We can become frightful and
strong”.39 Did this eye anticipate the eye with the ability to sense colours and
motion “from edge to edge” suggested by Matiushin in Laws?40

The theatre director Vsevolod Meierhol’d (1874–1940) continued the
symbolist “theatre of the future” by proposing a programme for reorganizing
the body. His “biomechanics” was to restructure the movements of the body
to become more effective and economic. Biomechanics was an eclectic combi-
nation of Pavlov’s reflexology, Dalcroze’s eurythmics and Bogdanov’s theory
of organizational art, all linked together by the Taylorist labour model refor-
mulated by Alexei Gastev (1882–1938).41 Biomechanics was in Meyerhold’s
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37. “Ideia sverkhcheloveka” in Solov’ëv 1988 p. 631. First published in the journal Mir
iskusstva no, 9, 1899. 
38. The God-building movement – Bogostroitel’stvo was founded by Gorkii, Lunacharskii
and Alexandr Malinovskii (who changed his name to Bogdanov, meaning ‘God-gifted’). To
them, a key issue was the Marxist statement that philosophers should not only describe, but
also change the world. They launched a new science – “tectology”– which was to unify spir-
itual culture, and physical experience of the workers, questions that was further propagated
in Bogdanov’s organization Proletkul’t – Proletarian Culture. On God-Building, see for
example Gutkin 1999 and 1994. On Proletkult, Fitzpatrick 1992 pp. 19ff. On biological res-
urrection Gasparov 1996 and Masing-Delic 1996. On Nietzsche in Russia see Glatzer
Rosenthal 1986. Belyi’s “The Creation of Life” was published in the collection Arabeski –
[Arabesques] 1911. 
39. Kruchënykh 1913 p. 17. 
40. Laws p. 12. 
41. Alexei Gastev ran the Central Institute for Labour in Moscow – TsIT – where an artist
of labour, a machine man was to be created. On Meyerhold and biomechanics, see Gutkin
1994 pp. 183f, in theatre Rudnitsky 1988 pp. 93 f with illustrations p. 121, in art Tillberg 1993b
p. 120 and Bowlt 1996 pp. 37–58. 



270 iv. ideology

own words a way to “create a new reality.” Other important proponents in the
post-revolutionary life-building movement were formalist theorists writing
in the journal LEF, the left front of the arts. Nikolai Chuzhak’s (1896–1937)
theories were incorporated in the studies at the GINKhUK Department of
Ideology.42

As we saw in an earlier chapter, in Tertium Organum, which Matiushin
referred to in his essay on cubism, Pëtr Uspenskii described an evolutionary
development from the primitive animal to the most advanced of man who is
able to perceive the “fourth dimension”.43Uspenskii’s book ends with a “Table
on the four stages of mental evolution” showing an ascension from uncon-
scious one-dimensional amoebae as a “first stage” up to the most developed
humans as a “fourth stage”.44 Uspenskii described the mastering of a sense of
four-dimensional space as a sensation of past and future time as present, a
“spatial understanding of time” meaning a “reality of infinity”. The “new sen-
sation” of “cosmic consciousness” is a place where one has become a part of a
“living universe” where one has a sense of community with everything, a “sen-
sation of world harmony” with “a unity of all” in a monistic sense. With all
these abilities “superman” is born.45

Another writer with a similar hierarchic worldview was the Swiss natural
scientist Charles Bonnet (1720–1793) to whom Matiushin referred in his auto-
biography.46 In “Contemplation de la nature” (Geneva 1764), Bonnet
described a “chain of being” where man is placed below the angels and
archangels. The idea of a hierarchical distribution of natural bodies, begin-
ning with the most basic non-organic bodies (minerals) and ending with the
most complex living creatures was widespread among 18th-century naturalists
and philosophers, amongst them the Swedish mystic Emanuel Swedenborg
(1688–1772) who was very popular in Russia before 1917. Bonnet’s theory on
evolution strongly influenced the French biologist Lamarck (1744–1829) who
believed that bodily organs could be improved by repeated use, and that
acquired skills could also be inherited genetically.47

In 1923 Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the Westwas translated into Russ-
ian as Zakat Evropy. It was explicitly referred to in Laws.48 Promising the
degeneration of the Western world, it became an immediate success in Russia.

42. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op 1 d. 48 l. 48.
43. Matiushin 1913 and Uspenskii 1911, cf. chapter 6. 
44. Uspenskii 1911/1992 p. 233 and pp. 238–241.
45. Ibid.
46. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Elena Guro. ‘Soiuz molodëzhi.”
47. See also Tillberg 1996 p. 203.
48. Laws p. 8. 



Spengler used an organic metaphor to describe institutions, states, cultures,
and the course of historical events as “organisms” that develop in a way analo-
gous to seasonal growing cycles. 

Similar to Spengler, Matiushin also applied the metaphor of organic
growth in his description of different cultures. In “The experience of an artist
of the new dimension” (written in the 1920s), Matiushin described an evolu-
tionary path from the first to the fourth dimension. With a reference to Dar-
win, he described the evolution of the sensory organs (vision, hearing, tactili-
ty and mind), how they adapt themselves to their surroundings and become
increasingly sophisticated.49 Matiushin did not however believe that natural
causes of evolution were enough. The highest level of perception could not be
achieved by natural evolution alone he thought, but had to be assisted by an
additional educational training programme. The other train of thought in this
text, was that parallel with the evolution of the senses went the evolution of
art. To Matiushin it was perception that defined the historical circumstances
resulting in works of art left as visible proof of these processes. Art was seen as
the reflection of the level of what the brain could perceive. In this way Egypt-
ian art was an expression of the one-dimensional man, up to the man who
could combine all dimensions, as with Matiushin’s own new Spatial Real-
ism.50

The cultivation, Matiushin suggested, would unite in a conscious way for-
merly separate bodily organs, thus creating a whole organism instead of that
of the non-cultivated organism unconsciously functioning in a ”passive” and
”mechanical” way, and therefore fragmented and inorganic. His method was
to expand colour vision to refine and cultivate man to reach a “higher reality”.
The resulting spatial realism was a unification of culture with nature. In order
to see the real organization of nature, i.e. the higher reality or the fourth
dimension, we must cultivate our organs, our sense faculties – our eyes, ears,
hands, and brain, in order to become aware of hidden structures in nature.
Matiushin believed that it would also be possible to pass on these trained abil-
ities to coming generations by way of heredity. 

In “A new spatial realism. An artist’s experience of a fourth dimension”
(1916–20) Matiushin referred to “one of Bergson’s books” which stated: “There
is urgent need to educate our senses. Neither vision, nor tactility can sponta-
neously localize their impressions. A number of convergences and inductions
are necessary, amongst which we gradually combine our impressions […] Par-
allel with the development of the nervous system, the points in space increase
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and become more distant, and the motor mechanisms connected to the nerv-
ous system become increasingly more complex: in this way the influence of
expanding space and the level of the nervous system are interrelated.”51

In L’Évolution créatrice Bergson discussed the eye and the evolution of
vision. Bergson was interested in phylogenesis – “ the evolutionary develop-
ment and diversification of groups of organisms, or particular features of
organisms” and orthogenesis, the “theory of evolution which proposes that
variations follow a defined direction and are not merely sporadic and fortu-
itous”.52He was especially interested in the evolution of the eyes. This he con-
nected with neo-Lamarckian ideas that achieved abilities could be passed on
to coming generations by way of heredity.53 In Bergson’s view, hereditary
change “must certainly be related to some sort of effort” but it would call for
something “of far greater depth than the individual effort”. Even “most repre-
sentatives of the same species” should be needed in order to be sure that what
they had would be “passed on to their descendants.”54 For Bergson, the vital
force is beyond and complementary to both mechanism and finalism. As far as
the process of vision is concerned, it contains an aspect of life; i.e., dynamics.
For Bergson, the “creative” evolution of vital movement is endless and results
in the active intelligence of man. “It is as if a vague and formless being, whom we
may call, as we will, man or superman, had sought to realize himself”.55 To this
realization belonged the ability among different creatures to grasp colour- and
sound vibrations. In Bergson’s view, different organisms are able to embrace
these vibrations to various degrees “from the beings that vibrate almost in
unison with the oscillations” in a progressive evolution to “he who grasps
them as a whole”.56

Matiushin’s thinking shows affinity with Bergson’s circular process of the
two interlinked durée and élan vital, as a kind of “stream of experience”,57

rather than with the theosophists’ reincarnatory path to higher stages. Here
the past never ceases to be, but stays in our bodies, and the representation of
the past is directed towards the future. In the same way as Matiushin’s New
Man was a master in grasping coloured afterimages. 

51. Matiushin 1916–20.
52. The Oxford English Reference Dictionary 1995, p. 1027 and 1094 and Bergson 1911 pp.
71–76.
53. Bergson 1911 pp. 76–87.
54. Ibid. pp. 71–87, quotation from p. 87.
55. Ibid. p. 266, in Bergson 1962 p. 256.
56. Bergson 1911 pp. 301 f.
57. Similarities to Bergson’s good friend William James’ “stream of consciousness” have
been pointed out, see Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy 1998 vol. 1. p. 735.



Even later under socialist realism it was the artist who was the seer and cre-
ator of the new reality, but no longer as the individual genius. In the 1930s the
“artist-messiah” was to be embodied in the working collective.58

The futurist Sergei Tret’iakov (1892–1939) considered the purpose of the
artist to postulate a life-building attitude to society. “To bring art into life until
art is fully dissolved in it” was a slogan Tret’iakov formulated, but the idea was
launched by the symbolists. He said that “next to man of science, the ‘artistic
worker’ must become a psycho-engineer, a psycho-constructor”, a formula-
tion which prefigured the famous slogan “Writers are the engineers of the
human soul”, commonly ascribed to Stalin.59Also the canonic writers Maxim
Gorkii (1868–1936, “founding father” of the socialist realist novel with The
Mother) and Fëdor Gladkov (1883–1958, author of the best-selling novel
Cement) saw the role of art as transforming reality.60

Uspenskii’s “superman” – sverkhchelovek – evokes Vladimir Solov’ëv’s
“Godman” – Bogochelovek – Nietzsche’s Übermensch and Bergson’s sur-
homme. As part of the cultural inheritance they were well known to the Russ-
ian intelligentsia. The communists did everything to silence the fact that many
of the sources stemmed from suspect pre-revolutionary sources. The Bolshe-
viks, as Irina Gutkin so to the point describes them, “claimed the role of
avatars of the new man”.61 The Bolsheviks were the real innovators and they
were the ones to organize the “unconscious masses”. Claiming the birthright
to the new man, they wanted no witnesses to the inheritance of these ideas.
The way this resulting communist future would appear was just as varied as
the number of visionaries.62 Successively these personalities disappeared. 

The goal of making a New Man, worthy citizens of the first Socialist
Utopia, made psychology a very important concern. But in order to under-
stand Soviet psychology, Thomas Blakeley argues, it must be seen as part of
philosophy that is determined by the Leninist theory of reflection.63

The production of science was a crucial element in the building of a new
society and the construction of a new kind of human being. So were the ideas of
the French biologist Lamarck (1744–1829), who believed that one could ascend
to higher evolutionary stages, that bodily organs could be improved by training
and that acquired skills could also be inherited genetically. In his Philosophie
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58. Gutkin 1994 p. 196 and p. 177.
59. Ibid. p. 190.
60. On the “protocanonic” works of socialist realism, see Lahusen 1997 and Günther 1997.
61. Gutkin 1994 p. 173. See also the introduction in Bowlt & Matich 1996 pp. 1–14.
62. There are a number of interesting articles in Bowlt & Matich 1996 elucidating different
aspects of avant-garde ideas of New Man that were extended by the Bolsheviks.
63. Blakeley 1980 p. 321.
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zoologique (1809) he defined two “laws” that he held to govern the ascent to
higher stages. First of all, organs are improved with repeated use and weakened
by disuse. Secondly environmentally determined acquisitions or losses of
organs “are preserved by reproduction to new individuals which arise”.64

Lamarckism was discredited by most geneticists after the 1930s, except in the
Soviet Union where “Lysenkoism” dominated Soviet genetics until the 1960s.65

ginkhuk dissolves

The archive material reporting on activities at GINKhUK bears witness to
financial difficulties, insufficient material circumstances and deficiency of
equipment. The laboratory rooms continuously needed more equipment in
order to develop observations. Access to advanced technical apparatus was
unsatisfactory, which was a subject of regular complaint. This state of constant
shortage limited of course the range of possible research. A high degree of
inventiveness was needed to construct devices and models from cheap materi-
als, yet useful experimental data still had to be produced. They needed to pro-
duce differently coloured light, but there was even a shortage of simple light
bulbs (even paper and firewood for heating were not always at hand).66

As the director of GINKhUK, it was Malevich who bore the administra-
tive responsibility of finding financial support for activities of the institute,
which meant a continuous struggle with the authorities to free the necessary
means. However, he received so little money that only a very basic level could
be upheld. The local authorities became increasingly hostile to the institute,
discovering that the policy of the research that took place there did not corre-
spond with the stand of official policy. “That which is usually called ‘futurism’,
is what we wish to differentiate”, is how Malevich defined the work.67 But it
was the artists advocating realism (AKhRR) who became increasingly influ-
ential. Malevich then adapted himself even more in order to survive in the cur-
rent ideological reality. He formulated himself anew, saying that the work

64. Lamarck, J-B. 1809 Philosophie zoologique. English trans. 1914 as Zoological Philosophy,
see also “Lamark” in BSE Vol. 35 pp. 694–97. 
65. Joravsky 1970 pp. 202–217. For a description of Matiushin in a Lamarckian context, see
Tillberg 1996.
66. In a letter from 1923, Malevich begged for hygenic arrangements to be organized, sug-
gesting a bucket with lid and a sink for hand washing. The premises also needed insulation
from the cold. He also required five kerosene lamps. He also turned to the director of the
State Porcelain Factory for a teapot. TsGALI SPb f. 244 op. 1 d. 15 l. 113.
67. Ibid. d. 56 l. 11 ob.



conducted at the institute “was the crystallization of form necessary for daily
life”.68This was in 1926. But in the end, assurances that the research produced
was of great importance to society, did not help. 

Despite the financial and political compliancy, the existence of GINKhUK
became increasingly threatened. In the article “Monastery at Public Expense”
from “The Leningrad Pravda” from June 6, 1926 the furious author G.S. Seryi
exclaimed: “Hiding behind the sign of a state institute, a monastery has found
shelter, where some ‘fools in Christ’ run riot, and, maybe even unconsciously,
openly prosecute counter-revolutionary propaganda, stupefying our Soviet
scientific organs. And as far as the artistic importance of these monks is con-
cerned, one single glance is enough to be convinced of their creative impoten-
cy. It is high time to declare: it is an enormous disgrace, that Glavnauka has
not stopped this mischief long ago. The Control Commission and the Work-
ers’ and Farmers’ Inspection must commence an investigation, to clarify the
intentions behind this squandering of the people’s money.”69

In 1926 GINKhUK was dissolved. The last protocol (dated December 2,
1926) discussed the transfer to GIII. At this stage, the Museum of Artistic Cul-
ture had already been closed and its painting collection transferred to the
Russian Museum and the State Museum Fund, the latter entailing a distribu-
tion to provincial museums.70

Malevich goes abroad

After the closing down of GINKhUK, Malevich went to Poland and Ger-
many in 1927. With the major problems he had faced in Leningrad before leav-
ing, he tried to find opportunities to stay and work abroad.71 The way to do
this was by promoting the GINKhUK programme, aiming to present his own
as well as Matiushin’s research. Malevich brought with him a large number of
his paintings and laboratory material on the research. For his theory lectures
he had 22 teaching diagrams that illustrated his own work.72 In addition to his
own charts, Malevich brought with him teaching diagrams by Matiushin.73
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68. Karassik 1991 p. 43.
69. Leningradskaia pravda, June 6 1926. The complete article is published in Avangarde
ostanovlen v begu (no pagination).
70. On the reorganization of GINKhUK, see Karassik 1991 pp. 48–49 and pp. 54–58.
71. For Malevich’s trip to Germany, see Evelyn Weiss 1996, pp. 7–13 and Kowtun 1996
pp. 33–37.
72. Malevich’s teaching diagrams are published but only little analysed in Malevich 1970
pp. 116–133, Malevich 1988 pp. 211–221 and Malevich 1989 pp. 37–44.
73. Matiushin’s diagrams were initially ascribed to Malevich, which was corrected by
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Malevich’s charts on colour depicted “individual spectra” in paintings by
Picasso, Braque, Matisse, Popova and Holbein.74According to Malevich, the
reason why a painter chose a specific colour scale for his picture depended on
which painterly system he belonged to. Matiushin’s seven colour diagrams
and five cards with explanatory texts presented his main ideas on colour which
were published a few years later in Laws.75 In these charts the differences in the
respective approaches of Matiushin and Malevich are obvious. If Malevich
concentrated on the object, i.e., the painting, where he tried to find the com-
mon factors denoting different styles, Matiushin’s focus was on the other hand
on the perceiving subject. 

That Matiushin and Malevich held conflicting views on theoretical mat-
ters was nothing new. The reason for the conflict caused by these charts had
other sources. As it was, they resulted in the only registered clash between
them.76 “Dear Misha, I presented your charts as well as mine and both evoke
great interest”, Malevich reported in a letter to Matiushin from Warsaw in

Andersen in Malevich 1970 pp. 134–136. When I visited the archives of the Stedelijk Museum
in 1991 however, Matiushin’s work was still stored under the heading “Malevich”. 
74. The diagrams I have in mind here are Stedelijk diagram no. 2 doc. 14 and diagram no.
8 doc. published in Malevich 1970 p. 117 and p. 120 and in Malevich 1989 p. 38 f.
75. Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam Prentenkabinet, doc. no. 1–13. Andersen incorrectly indi-
cates pp. 18–23 in Laws when describing Matiushin’s charts at Stedelijk (Malevich 1970 p.
134). It should be pp. 15–24. In the same catalogue p. 136, Matiushin’s charts from Malevich’s
trip are published in black and white, in colour they are all to be found in Andersen &
Grigorieva 1977 pp. 243–248 and one in Douglas 1988 p. 196.
76. According to Kowtun 1996 p. 34.

A teaching chart by Malevich, 1927.  



April 1927.77After Poland Malevich went to Germany to exhibit seventy of his
paintings in one separate room within the Grosse Berliner Kunstaustellung
(May to September 1927). In a letter to his GINKhUK assistant Lev Iudin,
Malevich informs him that he was not able to show the theoretical work in the
exhibition to a larger audience, but only to a smaller circle of artists: “I could
not show them [the theoretical charts] because I had no money to produce an
exhibition of my own and secondly the inscriptions do not really explain any-
thing. I had neither time nor money to make everything anew from scratch
with German thoroughness. The Germans define everything different and
much more exact, and a literal translation is not possible.”78 Matiushin, who
had worked ardently on his material, and who naively believed the charts with
the brief verbal information to be self-explanatory, became furious and noted
in his diary: “Malevich should establish our (joint) research policy, but now he
has returned, with his head totally turned from the Western culture and from
his reception in the West as the director of the Institute of Artistic Culture.
Over there, in Poland and in Germany too, such a title entitles you to a lot. But
I repeat, everything he did, he only did for his own sake, and nothing for us.
What is that: Egoism; the demand always to be number one and not to be
placed in anyone else’s shadow, what else? The entire splendid material from
my department that I had given him in order to demonstrate there, is only
partly shown, and only to a narrow circle. What does that mean? He main-
tains that the organizers did not want to reserve any space for scientific mate-
rial. Incredible!”79

After Berlin Malevich visited Dessau and Walter Gropius hoping for a
teaching position at Bauhaus. But at this time the Bauhaus concept was more
similar to rational Moscow constructivism than to Malevich’s metaphysical
suprematism. Greatly disappointed, Malevich left Dessau after only one day
and soon after returned to Russia. He had many doubts and fears going back,
and left all the texts, paintings and charts behind in Berlin. “In the event of my
death or permanent imprisonment”, it said in the instructions he gave on how
the material should be handled. If the texts were to be published, they would
have to be thoroughly studied first and then translated into another lan-
guage.80 He realized that in Soviet Russia they would have no future. As a
result, Suprematism. Die gegenstandslose Welt, one of Malevich’s most impor-
tant texts, was translated and published in Germany, in the series Bauhaus-
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77. GTG Manuscript Section f. 25 ed. khr. 9 list. 24, see also Andersen 1978 pp. 214 f.
78. Letter from Malevich to L. A. Iudin 5 May 1927 as quoted in Kowtun 1996 p. 34.
79. From Matiushin’s diary. RO IRLI f. 656, as quoted in Kowtun 1996 p. 34.
80. For the history of the material Malevich left behind in Germany, see Hans von Riesen’s
and Werner Haftmann’s prefaces to Malewitch 1989 pp. 7–31.
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bücherNo. 11, 1927, edited by Moholy-Nagy.81 It then took more than seventy
years before Malevich’s writings were published in his native country.82

state historical institute 

Stalin’s power had now become more consolidated and a number of people in
key positions were exchanged for loyal apparatchiki. Trotsky was accused as an
enemy of the people and banished from the country, the liberal educational
minister Anatoly Lunacharsky was replaced in 1929 and died soon after under
mysterious circumstances. The NEP-era (New Economic Policy) with rela-
tive economic freedom initiated by Lenin was abolished and the first five year
plan was launched with forced collectivisation of the farms. In the 1920s the
requirement to be useful to society strengthened. At GINKhUK, the necessi-
ty of linking research closer to industry is comparable to that at Bauhaus, but
in Russia, the financial situation was even worse. Demands increased to stifle
the tutoring of everything that did not have immediate practical application. 

Returning to the Soviet Union, Malevich met more difficulties. But in
spite of earlier scholars maintaining that the activities of GINKhUK came to a
halt in 1926 when the institute was closed,83 the experimental research of both
Matiushin and Malevich continued. Although the relationship between
Matiushin and Malevich had become strained after the trip to Germany,
Malevich continued to fight with the authorities to keep his own as well as
Matiushin’s laboratories intact. Matiushin’s Department of Organic Culture
continued to exist within GIII, the State Historical Institute, however with-
out any possibility of public acknowledgement. Many things remained
unchanged. Maria Ender remained Matiushin’s assistant. The premises were
the same as those of GINKhUK so the efficiency of the work was at least ini-
tially not seriously affected. Here though, the avant-garde was no more in
charge, so they had to submit themselves to old academicians. There was a
potential conflict with art historians who did not conduct experimental
work.84 After three years of conflicts, in 1929 GIII was also dissolved.85

81. Most of Malevich’s prolific writing was not published during his lifetime.
82. The collected writings of Malevich in five volumes, were published in Russia as late as
1995 (vol. I), 1998 (vol. II) and 2000 (vol. III). Editors Dmitri Sarab’ianov (vol. I) and
Alexandra Shatskikh (vols. II–III). Gileia Publishers Moscow.
83. See Gassner & Gillen eds. 1979 p. 72.
84. S. K. Isakov was director at GIII and Punin vice-director. Here Malevich was only an
ordinary member along with M.S. Brodskii and A.S. Nikolskii. Karassik 1991 p. 48.
85. Ibid. pp. 55–57 n 92. See Andersen 1978 pp. 216–219 for Malevich’s plea to the president
of Glaviskusstvo to reconsider the closing of GIII.



Matiushin and Malevich became successively isolated. Due to his contacts
with Germany where he was invited to exhibit again, Malevich was arrested in
1930. All the same, Malevich secured an opportunity both for himself and for
Matiushin to continue their experimental laboratories at the Russian Muse-
um for 1932–33.86The clearing out of the premises at Isaak Square, where GIII
was located, to the Russian Museum, if only a few blocks away, was neverthe-
less stressful, both of them knowing that this was nothing but a temporary
solution. Here Matiushin could make final preparations for Laws.

ginkhuk publications

Most of GINKhUK’s extensive programme was never to be realized. The
ambition was many more exhibitions and publications than the tiny number
that actually managed to reach a public. During their life-time, the
GINKhUK professors were only able to publish short articles in their native
country. With its free spirits and experimental relation to interdisciplinary
research, GINKhUK initially had the goodwill of the revolutionary politi-
cians, but when it came to the publishing of their unusual insights, it became
clear that it was too distant from what official Marxist-Leninist ideology
would ever sanction. 

In contrast to Malevich, who as an institute director had managed to gain
the opportunity of travel abroad, and who also had been able to leave much
material behind, material that eventually made him part of the Western
Canon of Art History, Matiushin had to find other ways. The strategy
Matiushin chose in order to be able to continue his work was to adopt a more
“scientific” approach. 

Both Malevich and Matiushin realized that if their experiments were not
to be of practical use for the building of new socialist society, they would not
be able to find any financial support at all. As in the case of the hierarchies of
Bauhaus in Germany and VKhUTEMAS in Moscow, architecture was the
perfect combination of art and technique. At GIII laboratory research was
more concentrated on practical application than answering political demands.
Matiushin and Maria Ender therefore stressed the practical usefulness of Laws
for architecture and design no less than four times in the published text.87

In 1933 both Matiushin and Malevich were accused of formalism and
thereby fell outside stipulated ideological culture. In addition to all practical

279Survival Strategy

86. Karassik 1991 p. 49.
87. Laws p. 10 (twice) p. 25 and p. 32.



problems, Matiushin became increasingly weak through cancer from which
he never recovered. With a great deal of help from his assistants and students,
he managed to finish Laws which was miraculously published in 1932. Apart
from a few short articles, Laws by Matiushin and his workshop was the only
principal work which was published in the Soviet Union of all the work car-
ried out at GINKhUK, GIII and the Russian Museum. Distributed in 1933, it
was the last manifestation of the GINKhUK culture, perhaps even of the
entire Russian avant-garde. Matiushin died one year later. He was buried by
friends at the cemetery in Martyshkino. 
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V
SYNTHESIS





10. Summary and
Final Discussion

In the post-revolutionary years from 1917 to 1932 the public debate to formu-
late a new materialist ideology was very lively. These fifteen years coincide
with Matiushin’s work on colour, crowned in 1932, the year of the publication
of the colour handbook and the year when the intellectual ice-age of Stalin
became irrevocable. 

The main task of the first five-year plan (1929–32) was to quickly transform
the motherland of socialism from an agrarian into an industrialized country.
The slogan “Five years in four years” implies that colour as a way to articulate
architecture and design was not top priority. According to the demands of
Marxist art-theory the means in painting should instead be directly connected
with their value as propaganda to be exclusively presented by the socialist real-
ist “scientific method”. This practice was also reflected in the studies that were
made. The period of dialectical materialism as the only method in philosophy
and science, and socialist realism in art, began in the early 1930s and ended
about sixty years later. With glasnost’ followed by the fall of the Berlin Wall in
1989 and the dissolution of the Soviet Union soon thereafter new possibilities
turned up. Had this not happened, it would not have been possible for me to
carry out my study. 

This study can be read in different ways. It is a presentation of a colour
concept, as well as a guide to a time long gone with the eyes of Matiushin as
our cicerone through the chapters of this book. A parallel and implicit narra-
tive is about a group of artists who struggled to work with what they believed
in despite political oppression.

Matiushin’s expressed his worldview in words and in pictures. Colour
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vision was his way of exploring spatiality, explained by way of painted images
and charts. His perspective of the world, both in a literal and abstract way,
became the method I used to structure his ideas. As I have argued, the nature
of Matiushin’s resulting work of art is as images produced by visual processes.
I have used these colour producing processes as the main player in the cross-
section of a cultural setting. The result of this examination produced my the-
sis: 

To Matiushin the world was an outcome of perceptual processes and not
existing as something absolute or static. Matiushin’s research on colour vision
produced his worldview with perception as the motor, rather than symbols
and metaphors. The Colour and Colour Form Charts concretize this world-
view. 

To Matiushin the world is the world as experienced. Matiushin’s method
promoted phenomena of visual illusions and techniques that involved con-
sciousness. These were controversial fields under Stalin’s dialectical material-
ism because they involve transformation of the reality of the individual, not
only reflection by the alleged collective.

The Colour Charts in Laws are constructed from afterimages, sometimes
defined as illusions. Out of the 72 colours in Folders I–III, only the eight
principal colours in Folder I stem from a real colour model. All the other
colour fields are produced from visual processes where the resulting simulta-
neous and successive afterimages are translated into paint on paper. Per-
ceived colours are made inherent. In order to maintain a freshness and
colourfulness of the principal colour, Matiushin launched what he called a
“linking intermediate colour”. In practice, the link is a thin stripe always
topologically situated between the two surrounding contrasting fields. It
lends characteristics such as similarity in lightness and/or hue from the adja-
cent fields. However, Matiushin gives no clear instruction, as to how this
colour is produced. At bottom, artistic intuition seems to be what directs the
final choice of hue. 

It is the perceiving subject who is to master Extended Vision, Matiushin’s
own contribution to his contemporary visual culture. Extended Vision is a
method related to synaesthesia but with more focus on mental processes.
According to the diamat Leninist theory of reflection only mirroring of reality
was acceptable. Matiushin’s suggestion that perceptual processes should
cause a transformation of reality was therefore disputable. In the published
variant, i.e., Laws, Matiushin advanced his colour theory as a new system for
colour vision based on physiology and anatomy to be practically applied with-
in the new architecture constructed for the new socialist paradise. 
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the importance of becoming visible

The position of colour in the new Soviet State was complex. This study has
analysed a few aspects and their consequences. It has reasoned why
Matiushin’s approach to colour had a subordinated position in the public dis-
course. As a result of these decades of purges and exclusion of free intellectu-
als from the public discourse, which had to follow the often fortuitous and
capricious directives from above, the task of trying to form a coherent body of
information on a specific issue in the former Soviet Union has proved to be
more difficult than I could ever have dreamt. 

Stamped a formalist, Matiushin was not welcome in the world of culture
after 1932. In the 1931–1947 edition of Bol’shaia Sovietskaia Entsiklopediia
[The Large Soviet Encyclopaedia], the official work of reference which
appeared in a newly revised version every other decade, neither Matiushin,
his circle, nor a number of the people he referred to in colour matters, were
mentioned. If people such as Malevich were mentioned, then this was in neg-
ative terms, or else as in the case of Mayakovsky, who was taken into supervi-
sion as Stalin’s house bard, forced to praise the Revolution. Still, despite
drastically increasing pressure from the authorities of censorship, Matiushin
managed to get Laws published. Published as late as in 1932 (but appearing in
1933) in Moscow and Leningrad, Laws was one of the last avant-garde publi-
cations to see the light of the day. Although not alone, it was one of the very
rare publications in the Soviet Union resulting from the Leningrad Svomas-
GINKhUK culture.

Even though Matiushin approved of it, the proletariat’s coming to power,
did not mean that everything ran smoothly for him. Among the problems
Matiushin had to deal with after 1917, was that those who influenced him were
exactly the mystics and religious “decadents” that the Bolsheviks wanted to
exterminate. 

Everything connected with religion was designated the “opium of the peo-
ple”. Dark forces, occultism and drunken priests was the same evil as prostitu-
tion and other “bourgeois remnants” that had to be abolished, and the sooner
the better. There was now no time to worry about any inner life or even worse
– the life of the subconscious with which many of Freud’s followers in Russia
were preoccupied. The travelling of the intelligentsia to nodes of culture such
as Berlin, Zurich, London, Vienna, London, Helsinki and Paris became ille-
gal. The leading Bolsheviks knew the dangers that arose when controversial
ideas were brewed – they had tried it all themselves. The Marxist thinkers in
the Soviet Union wanted a strictly rational philosophy. People were now to
learn to read and write, to practice sports, to build a new society. In order to



produce a modern, industrialist society light and fresh air had to enter the
stuffy confines of the backward ages of the tsarist past. 

In Soviet Russia research on modernism was not welcomed from 1932 to
1991. This partly explains why we so far know so little about Matiushin. He
was known only to a small circle of artists and connoisseurs of the avant-garde.
But Matiushin has also fallen behind the well-promoted figure of Malevich.
How can we otherwise explain that Matiushin, at least initially the mentor of
Malevich, (they also worked together on joint projects and parallel at the same
institutes for more than three decades), has been given so much less attention
than Malevich? How is it that such large numbers of exhibitions and publica-
tions on Malevich were achieved in comparison with Matiushin? 

Malevich was as a prolific painter, lecturer, writer, a good organizer and an
ardent promoter for his ideas. The scandalous and charismatic Malevich trav-
elled frequently to Moscow where he was involved in all the progressive insti-
tutes for art and design. He was a member of INKhUK and RAKhN and he
held lectures at VKhUTEMAS. Malevich also succeeded in going abroad in
the 1920s where he was able to make contacts, to publish a book and to leave
more than fifty paintings behind before returning back to Russia. These paint-
ings became part of the permanent exhibition of the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam and the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Thanks to this,
Malevich became a part of the canon of modern art, as it was written by West-
ern art historians. Additionally, from the late 1960s, Malevich’s more or less
complete writings were published in English by the Danish art historian
Troels Andersen. 

286 v. synthesis

Malevich and Matiushin in Matiushin's studio, Pesochnaia Street. Ca. 1918. 



287Summary and Final Discussion

Matiushin on the other hand, did not share this good fortune. As a theo-
retician, Matiushin’s publications were so few that, considering his highly
productive surrounding, his ten or so published texts during two decades
(1913–1932) did not make him an active participant in the contemporary dis-
course. The unfavourable climate in his homeland prevented larger exhibi-
tions being staged. After his death, Matiushin’s works were dispersed into
archives or even destroyed. These storage places have been hard to achieve
access to, partly because they are very spread out and partly because of inter-
national political reasons. 

During his lifetime Matiushin remained a local celebrity. In spite of his
participation in the Venice Bienniale in 1924 (together with three hundred
other Soviet artists), as well as in the Exposition Internationale des Arts Déco-
ratifs et industriels modernes in Paris in 1925, Matiushin never had any real
break-through in his home country during his lifetime. Indeed, the avant-
garde artists who became famous enough to be included in the canonical art
history books, had left Russia by the early 1920s if not earlier (for example
Marc Chagall, Natalia Goncharova, Mikhail Larionov, Naum Gabo, Kandin-
sky, Alexandra Exter). At home in Leningrad, in spite of public lectures, arti-
cles in newspapers and magazines, the impact was not big enough to make
Matiushin a concept to a larger audience. 

Matiushin’s pedagogical work was an important part of GINKhUK. His
teaching programme was highly elaborate and although he had enthusiastic
initiates these were limited in number. The results of the work of his Depart-
ment of Organic Culture were continuously presented in exhibitions, reports,
lectures and discussions, but one problem with spreading the concept of
organic culture was its high degree of complexity. More than an occasional
lecture was required in order to grasp it. So, although in theory organic cul-
ture was open to everybody who showed an interest, much time and a high
degree of commitment were demanded if insight into it was to be achieved. 

All the same it was, surprisingly, Matiushin who managed to be pub-
lished despite Soviet totalitarian ideology. Of all the investigations at
GINKhUK, apart from a few articles, Lawswas the only substantial testimo-
ny. For Matiushin publication of his ideas, even in a preliminary way, was
apparently of utmost importance. Although a number of critical remarks can
rightly be made about Laws being fragmented and hastily finished, had it not
been published all the tedious efforts, time consuming experiments and late
working hours in the laboratory, the education of postgraduate students,
lectures, etc, would have risked never reaching visibility. Without these visi-
ble traces it is likely that Matiushin’s vision would otherwise have disap-
peared altogether. 



This however, does not explain why Matiushin did not participate in the
contemporary colour discourse. Why was this so? First of all, his colour theo-
ry was published as late as 1932, the same year as all artists’ unions were cen-
tralized under one roof. Secondly, his relativist and individualist worldview
was an approach inconsistent with the policy of socialist realism where only
art directly comprehensible to everybody was promoted. This also meant that
the universal language as a means of cross-cultural communication which the
formalists searched for, paralleled with experimental art education, was sup-
pressed. Thirdly, he concentrated on colour vision as a mode of experience,
which was inconsistent with the materialist view. Not only was Matiushin no
real scientist, he was also interested in phenomena that border dangerously
close to issues concerning the mind and consciousness. 

He was interested in synaesthesia or cross-modal extension where one
sense impression floats into another. He was interested in subliminality and
barely perceptible differences. During the Soviet dictatorship all these phe-
nomena had to be measured and proven in the sense of positivist science, oth-
erwise they were dismissed as “subjective” and therefore forbidden. They
were to produce a vision of a clear, solidly material world. The words of the
times were “mass” and “speed”. Fine and barely noticeable phenomena such as
complementary coloured afterimages were hardly among the most urgent fac-
tors likely to appeal to Stalin’s ambition of transforming Russia in a few years
from a primitive rural country into the world’s leading industrial nation. This
dilemma thus had to be solved in a way that Soviet censorship could accept. 

Matiushin’s strategy was manifold. He added a critical preface to Laws,
written by his assistant Maria Ender, with an apology for his insufficiencies.
Ender’s tactic was to make the censor realize that Lawswas only a tiny part of
a much larger concept which included as a top prerogative an awareness of the
current ideological demands with a scientific approach. Still Matiushin did
not want to give up his ideas on the living universe and the idea of colour
vision as an adhesive between micro and macrocosm. This interest in “subjec-
tive” aspects of colour, in ephemeral phenomena of fleeting images made “sci-
entific” appear “objective”. Matiushin defined his work as answering to the
practical demands of the builders of Socialist Society. He included only the
physiological side, treating colour perceptions as chemical processes resulting
from biophysical research. Any hint of a body-mind issue was left out. He
based his argument on acknowledged Soviet science. When it came to ques-
tions that came dangerously close to something unexplainable in terms of
materialism, accepted scientists were used as references. 

The strategy of including a self-critique in Laws, was an important device
for survival in the Soviet Union, showing the authorities that Matiushin and
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his working group were totally aware of the ideological demands from the lat-
est party line and that thanks to this awareness they would take the necessary
steps for developing their future research in a politically correct direction. If
anyone had made any effort to look. Nobody did. In BSE, Matiushin’s name
was not mentioned, nor were there any references to the extensive colour
research made in Leningrad at the Department of Organic Culture. 

Matiushin’s eliminativist approach to colour would have shaken the whole
foundation of the materialist doctrine on ontology, had attention been paid
to him during his life time. It was not. In being marginalized he did not par-
ticipate in the central discourse. The other side of this coin, being in the
periphery, enabled him to continue with his work even under Stalin. 

visual processes as worldview

What can we call Matiushin’s ideas on colour? Are they a philosophical system,
a colour theory, or maybe a cosmology outlining the creation of the universe? 

Matiushin tried to formulate a concept of how he apprehended the whole
world by way of colour. Colour theory therefore seems too narrow a defini-
tion, colour philosophymay be more appropriate. But thoughts articulated as a
philosophical system strive for a completeness in presentation and rational
connections between the different parts of the system with spelled out argu-
ments, which is not the case here. Matiushin does not offer his views as a sys-
tematic doctrine. They are rather implied in fragmented texts, colour experi-
ments and reports to political authorities. These ambiguities have, however,
not invalidated Matiushin’s ideas. Instead they have brought to light the
inherent problems and the multi-faceted and multi-levelled nature of the sub-
ject with which it deals: visual culture. His fundamental outlook was that of
an artist-musician who is preoccupied with a vision to realize a work of art, of
which Laws was one important part. I therefore propose that Matiushin’s
colour theory expresses his Weltanschauung. 

I have studied the charts, paintings and texts produced by Guro,
Matiushin and their followers. I have read Matiushin’s published and unpub-
lished texts to find trends and differences between them. From these some-
times scattered fragments consequences have been drawn from the said and
shown. These data have then been analysed in a context of cultural and natural
history, colour theory and ideology. 

The results of my investigation have shown that in Matiushin’s world the
eyes, or rather sensory processes in an expanded sense, had a number of func-
tions that allowed me to define his position in terms of colour and vision. That



which constitutes Matiushin’s worldview of colour was congenially formulat-
ed by way of colours. These colours however, were not simply any colours but
largely afterimages, as seen from folders I–III of the colour charts in Laws. 

In Laws, Matiushin certainly was not the first to consider the afterimage
phenomenon as fundamental – it was essential for Goethe (1810), Chevreul
(1839) and Rood (1879) – all three writing on colour in a way which artists
could also apprehend. Although none of these three most important colour
theories from the 19th century were translated into Russian (except parts of
Goethe), Matiushin and his workshop, as practising artists with interest in
colour, knew these phenomena well. 

With the focus on visual illusions, Matiushin put a crucial edge to the
ontological status of colour perceptions: Do colours exist independently
whether someone sees them or not? Do we have to be conscious in order to
see colour? Where in space are colours situated? In other words: where in
space is colour in fact to be found, extended to where is reality in fact to be
found? Colour vision was both the method and the goal. But we should not
stay outside this image. We should not remain on the surface of Matiushin’s
worldview but rather enter it. Our participation is necessary insofar as his
charts have to be viewed in order to be understood. 

The artist as modernist 

The artist as an expert of the visible was the essence of the modernist artist. In
the case of Matiushin, this was very much so. To Matiushin it was the eyes that
formed the centre of the world at the same time as they were the engine for
constructing a grasp of the world. 

Johanna Drucker established the concern of the modernist artist first of all
to be the interactivity between space and representation, secondly as the
ontology of the object and thirdly as the production of subjectivity.1 In my
interpretation of Matiushin, all three of these concerns coincide with colour
vision as a phenomenon floating between the subject and the object. In the
essay “The artist’s experience of a new dimension”, still not published in Rus-
sia, Matiushin expressed this as “in space lies the most profound understand-
ing of the world”.2 As I see it, from the understanding of colour of Larionov,
Rozanova, Klee, Itten etc., a whole worldview can be derived. Accordingly,
comparisons between colour theorists, many as they were during this time of
high modernism, should not stay on the surface of things. 
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Matiushin was not a story-teller as were two of his most praised contem-
poraries Kandinsky and Malevich, but rather showed the way by concrete
visual examples. If Kandinsky and Malevich continued to hold themselves to
what I have termed a ‘literary perspective’ of allegory, symbol and metaphor,
Matiushin on the other hand had a more visual approach. Matiushin thus dif-
fers fundamentally from Kandinsky and Malevich. 

To me, this literary categorization does not gain a grip on what was really
essential for the modernist artists in general and Matiushin in particular. If I
limited Matiushin’s colour theory to a ‘literary perspective’, the most interest-
ing aspects of his ideas would not have become visible: The artist-musician
Matiushin’s interest in colour perception dressed in scientific garb during a
totalitarian materialist ideology. 

Instead, the aspect of visuality proved more fruitful. It has given me the
opportunity to analyze Matiushin within his contemporary context as an
artist who tries to manage in the Soviet 1920s and early 1930s in which a sci-
entific model of society – the scientific Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism – devel-
oped with all its implications for the entire society. As a mystical occultist he
would become more of a ‘Fremdkörper’ alienated from the mainstream in his
society. This is not the way I see it. For although he belonged to a minority –
like all the modernist avant-garde artists, I see him as an active part of a socie-
ty in the midst of rapid and turbulent changes. However, if we wish to launch
Matiushin’s notions on colour vision as a whole worldview, we need to be
more precise. 

The roles of colour vision

Colour vision played a number of roles in Matiushin’s world. In increasing
the sensibility of the other senses, vision was the interrelating link between all
the sensory processes. Colour vision acted as the unifying aspect and connect-
ing link between man and his surrounding world, between the vibrations in
the visual processes, and their ‘corresponding’ vibrations in the sky. As if the
brain would extend and eventually embrace the universe, nerve vibrations in
the brain were linked to the cosmic vibrations. Creative vision could be
extended to include all kinds of motion and dynamics in the universe making
the threads between micro and macrocosm visible. Colour vision in
Matiushin’s sense is thus what connects the individual with his surrounding
world and constitutes, in a monist sense, the ‘adhesive’ between the layers to
otherwise other worlds that are invisible for those who do not practice
Extended Vision. The technique of Extended Vision made it possible to see
beyond Maya into the real world of the “fourth dimension”.



Colour vision was also to connect the perceiving subject with the objects it
perceives. It was the link between the material world of pigments and the
immaterial world of vision. Translated into art, it was the link between the
painting or painted area and the spectator. And translated into colour, the
linking intermediate colour that Matiushin launched acted as balance and
adhesive between colours that would otherwise have been unaccommodating
towards each other. 

To sum up: In Matiushin’s world, colour vision played numerous analo-
gous roles that when added up were a way of solving the riddle of man’s posi-
tion in the universe. To achieve unity of perception was one of the abilities of
the perceptual subject who mastered Extended Vision expanded to an unlimit-
ed consciousness. Matiushin’s Spatial Realism should be understood both as
this alternative world in an ontological sense as well as his school of painting.
These thoughts, as one side of Matiushin’s contribution to modernist art,
were never published in his homeland during his lifetime.

Perceptual Gestalt 

Fundamental for the understanding of Matiushin’s colour concept are quali-
ties of wholeness, entirety and unity. Organic nature was the base – the tech-
nique to organize it was art: Organic Culture. 

Matiushin’s worldview, expressed in terms of Organic Culture leading to
Spatial Realism, determined his colour concept in a fundamental way. It unit-
ed outdoor studies in nature with indoor laboratory studies. The idea of unity
is continuously present in Matiushin’s worldview, concretizised in his labora-
tory work on colour vision at the Department of Organic Culture, in his writ-
ing, his painting, and in his colour concept expressed both verbally and with
actual colour chart illustrations. Together with Guro he started a theoretical
project on space and Gestalt that became connected with the fourth dimen-
sion. Issues from this eventually became topicalized in Laws. An article writ-
ten by Guro and Matiushin in 1912–13, outlined the possibility of using vision
as the channel of contact from earth to cosmic dimensions via nature.

Colour vision was the unifying factor in the experiments resulting in Laws.
The concrete colour combinations illustrated by the 30 colour charts are to be
perceived in terms of their interconnection, not the colours one by one in isola-
tion to be added afterwards. For Matiushin, however, it was not simply the
automatic adaptation to external changes of illumination or the shift from
daytime into evening (Purkinje shift) that was of interest. It was rather the
activity of change during the very process of perceiving an image, an image
which itself is not necessarily changing. 
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The findings in the Colour Laboratory of the Department of Organic Cul-
ture at GINKhUK produced many insights into sense modalities. Can we see
this in the paintings produced? Most certainly. The painting I would crown as
the Queen of Laws, is “Morning of the Giants” (Utro velikana) from 1910. It
belongs to the State Russian Museum in St. Petersburg. As one of the biggest
oil paintings Elena Guro ever made (70¬83 cm), the size indicates the impor-
tance she herself ascribed it. When I examined it and its thousands of colours,
in the Winter of 1993–94, it was not on public exhibition, but hidden in stor-
age. From this painting an interesting trajectory can be made to the Ender sib-
lings as well as to the second generation students of Matiushin. 

Inspired by Guro the group of Organic Culture wanted to learn from
nature. Like some oriental martial arts, where motions of animals are imitat-
ed, they wanted to combine the abilities of vision from different animals to
sharpen the visual abilities of man. The colour phenomena that the organic
group have in common are the extreme brittleness and frailty of the colour
phenomena they discuss, indicating a high level of sophistication in their
approach to and knowledge of colour and man’s ability to see this colour.
They even proposed a training programme for everyone to release their innate
abilities of perception. The ultimate vision would open the way to a com-
pletely new kind of spatial reality. No one else had ever seen this ontological
reality before; the new breed of artists would reflect it onto the canvas for us to
see. These acquired abilities were believed to be inheritable by future genera-
tions, a belief that coincided both with the prerevolutionary symbolists and
the post-revolutionary Bolsheviks.

Elena Guro Morning of the Giants. 1910. GRM Spb. 



Scientific method: induction and analogy

At the Workshop for Spatial Realism at Svomas and Department of Organic
Culture at GINKhUK, Matiushin tried to make his vision (in two senses) sci-
entific in accordance with the current official view. But diamat was not the
only reason for Matiushin’s interest in science. This shift from speculative phi-
losophy to centring attention on experimental science was a process that
shaped the intellectual world not only in Russia. It was a tendency that
embraced all of 19th century Europe, as has been interestingly outlined by
Jonathan Crary in his Techniques of the Observer (1990). Here, seeing is pre-
sented as a subject which crosses the borders of different sciences, including
psychology and art. 

Like the post-impressionist painters, Matiushin wanted to increase his
knowledge of colour from science. He did not explicitly express any interest in
semiotics or semantics. He was not interested in the symbolism of colours
attached to feelings and emotions, although this was something many artists
and philosophers adhered to (Goethe, Kandinsky, Mondrian). Matiushin was
interested in the colours that are reflected from the objects we have around us.
He was interested in the colours that we see, in the process of visual perception.
He scrutinized the factors that influenced this process, and how they could be
manipulated. Matiushin presented these aspects according to the demands of
his time, that is in the mode of natural science. In order to do this he had to find
out which brain processes governed colour vision. Matiushin moved around in
the field of natural sciences – biology, neurology, zoology, physics, physiology
and chemistry. However, although presenting a colour theory, he was not pri-
marily interested in systematizing different colours into a coherent system and
he was not interested in quantitative methods of colour measurement from the
positive sciences. He had neither the equipment nor the schooling to do so. 

The GINKhUK experiments are, with few exceptions, presented without
detail and lack full explication, which is reflected in my presentation of them.
This lack of detail, absence of exactly defined standard conditions of the
observations, missing information on the capabilities and limitations of the
observer, of course raises doubt as to the value of his work in general. Is it to
be taken seriously at all? However, in my approach this question misses the
target. Matiushin was interested in science as long as it nurtured his fantasy
regarding new visual images. His inductive method based on empirical
observation carried out by a few test people was generalized into natural
laws. His way of description in visual language was as paintings and scientific
charts, and in words by way of analogy. This method by analogy fitted into
that of the Oberiu poets who were also in search of a universal language to
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open channels of communication between different art forms and different
nationalities, and even between animals and humans. To Matiushin the main
issue was not only to be as scientific as possible but rather also to present a
vision of a new man. 

The explicit purpose of the laboratory experiments at the Department of
Organic Culture was to characterize coloured forms, volumes and space to be
applied in architecture and design with the ultimate goal of making the colour
laws correspond to laws in society, the last an absurd wish giving an idea of the
absurd times in which this colour theory was conceived. 

colour in art, design and architecture 

The Russian avant-garde has mostly been associated with modernity and
industrialism, rejecting previous traditions. But rather than postulating
breaks and shifts I prefer to claim a trajectory of continuity. 

Matiushin was, in the footsteps of Guro, an artist, a craftsman and a theo-
rist whose ideas stemmed from the reform movements of the 19th century.
The Arts & Crafts movement, led by Ruskin and Morris in England, devel-
oped as a protest against the brutalities of industrialism and was followed by
Talashkino and Abramtsevo in Russia. In the wake of these movements came
an interest in colour that was continued by modernist artists and designers.
Ideas on colour “floated in the air” when the rudiments of painting achieved
such importance during the first quarter of the 20th century. It was one of the
primary concerns, especially within classical modernist painting where the
artist’s focus was on compositional problems within pictorial space. When
studying paintings by the French cubists Braque and Picasso and their Russ-
ian cubo-futurist counterparts (Rozanova, Lentulov, Goncharova), it is obvi-
ous that the main difference lies in the Russian predilection for colour. It was
also from here that a new object-less language was formed. 

In Russia it was foremost modernists who took an interest in formal
aspects of composing design or architecture. This focus on formal aspects of
colour by abstract artists, gives an explanation as to why they were consulted
at these new institutes for architecture and design. In creating an object which
was stripped of ornamentation and composed and constructed from the sim-
plest forms and colours, it was important to get down to basics as far as form-
ative abilities were concerned. 

GINKhUK in Leningrad where Matiushin worked, was one of many post-
revolutionary institutes that operated according to the principle of cross-
communication between science, art and practice. Its Moscow counterparts



were VKhUTEMAS, INKhUK and RAKhN/GAKhN all existing in the
1920s, all to be dissolved by the beginning of the 1930s. Moscow was the cen-
tre for the constructivists Alexander Rodchenko, Alexandra Exter, Liubov
Popova, but also the expressionist Wassily Kandinsky, all of them with a big
interest in colour. 

These institutes shared many of their ideas with Bauhaus in Germany, and
there was also an exchange between them. In the same way as the construc-
tivists and the Bauhaus activists, Matiushin wanted to remake the old society
where the foundation was rotten and superficial ornamentation never reached
beyond the surface. Society as a whole should be reconstructed, from every-
day objects such as teapots and wallpaper, to housing, industrial cities and
palaces for the people. To Matiushin it was important that all people should
share the cultural benefits. The shaping of a new society for everybody by
functional but still beautiful design, was also important. In an upward hierar-
chy of the arts, architecture was the most prestigious. 

Matiushin shared the method of working in ”laboratories” with the con-
structivists Rodchenko and Popova and Stepanova at VKhUTEMAS in
Moscow. The content of the laboratory work differed however. If the con-
structivist’s main sense faculty was the hands as the channel to society, that of
Matiushin and the organic group was the eyes. Where the constructivists con-
centrated on the object and its application in society, Matiushin studied the
perception of the coloured object. Although both the constructivists and the
organic group worked for industrial production, the colouring of the con-
structivist object was not a primary concern – it was rather considered a luxu-
ry. Often the colour of the constructivist object was the colour of the material
it was made of. The relationship between the object and the perceiving subject
aimed at optimal usefulness. Matiushin’s design on the other hand, started
with the colour. Tactility was also an important aspect of the colour impres-
sion for Matiushin. In this study I limit this aspect to the ‘tactility of reality’ as
a part of the Extended Vision without widening the discussion to tactility of
the produced object in terms of faktura, the consciously reworked material.
Otherwise fakturawas one of Matiushin’s concerns, although not in Laws. 

Artists from Bauhaus and De Stijl tried in different ways to cope with the
material and the immaterial side of colour. But understanding the immateri-
al side of colour was not that easy, painters as they were and immersed in
their paint. In addition to this, many scientists had overt interests in fields of
mysticism, some of them in contact with the “fourth dimension” in different
disguises. It is within these confines that Matiushin is found. His artistic
research in many ways reflects the different problems he had to cope with,
problems many of his contemporaries also faced. Matiushin had to cross dis-
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ciplinary borders to produce his work. He was a free-wheeling worker with-
out the academic restraint of needing favourable reception at a traditional
university. In Matiushin’s case, this additionally included building a bridge
from his pre-revolutionary spiritual interests, to post-revolutionary material-
ist ideology. 

The Matiushin group did not work in the direction of the Russian avant-
garde which is usually associated with the rationalism of the machine. Matiushin
chose another direction, clearly expressed by the name of his Department of
Organic Culture. He was interested in technique, but only as a means of making
observations on human behaviour in order to strengthen innate human possi-
bilities, considered by Matiushin not to have been fully exploited. This does not
mean that he completely rejected industrial production. On the contrary: one of
the goals for this colour research was to make it useful in industrial production.
His evolutionary worldview fitted in with the Marxist-Leninist view of the
“inevitable evolution”, which partly justified Matiushin’s view, although the
content of Matiushin’s thoughts differed fundamentally from those of the state
ideology. A product of his society, however, Matiushin was eager to participate
in it. In his autobiography which was meant to be published in the 1930s (still
not published) he said that “the artist can and must participate in this building of
this new life”.3Matiushin wanted to participate in the construction of a new soci-
ety with Laws as his concrete contribution.

3. Matiushin 1933–34 chapter “Akademiia khudozhestv”.

Studio of Matiushin at Pesochnaia Street 10, apartment No. 12, 1933. 
The two large works on the wall are by him.



Summary 

Matiushin, in the same vein as the Enlightenment, believed in hidden struc-
tures in nature, and in the tradition of the German Romantics this system
could be found by the perceiving subject. Yoga, meditation, and observations
in nature served as methods to expand innate capabilities. 

Nature was larder and source. Nature would ‘speak’ but with a voice so
delicate that only few could hear it, although not just a chosen few, as in many
occultist movements. It was rather up to anyone who wished for it to cultivate
the ability to apprehend the whispers of nature, such as the sounds of animals,
birds, the feel of ones footsteps in wet moss, the change of body rhythm when
moving in mixed terrain, or as colours changing during the day and from
summer to winter. 

In the analysis of Matiushin the classical dichotomy of idealism – material-
ism becomes obsolete. To Matiushin, the world had to be experienced to
exist. His world consists of latent empirical knowledge, a potential which is
accessible to those wanting it. As with the materialists – but also as with the
theosophists – Matiushin was a monist. He believed everything to be made of
matter, in a flux of varied speed: a stone slower than a plant with rapidly oscil-
lating afterimages floating around the seemingly static, but in reality merely
slower moving forms. 

To Matiushin what needed to be changed first was the images in the head
of the artist, and thereafter revealed to others through paintings. This stand-
point was controversial under diamat. One of the principles of Marxist phi-
losophy was the belief that society is the first instant to change and only then,
and collectively at that, would the inhabitants change automatically as a mere
reflection of their surrounding.

In 1900 Matiushin visited the Exposition Universelle in Paris, where he saw
the Palace of Electricity illuminated with thousands of lamps, round paintings
that showed a complete visual circuit, and the moving panorama of the Trans-
Siberian Railway – which connected people and places from Far East Asia to
Western Europe. In 1911 Matiushin and Guro read Henry Bergson’s L’Évolu-
tion créatrice and started working on a text connecting the human eye with
dynamics in nature. Already by 1916–20 Extended Visionwas seen as part of the
worldview of the group of Organic Culture. Laboratory observations on
Extended Vision were made at Svomas from 1918, developed during the
GINKhUK years 1923–26, continued at GIII and finally at the Russian Muse-
um until Matiushin’s death in 1934.

Ultimately it was Elena Guro, whose interest to animate the inanimate,
who made the inorganic dead city seem organic and alive. No one had wit-

298 v. synthesis



nessed this ontological reality before, and the new super-artist would reflect it 
onto the canvas for us mortals to see. These trained abilities would result in 
the New Soviet Man, the Man of Distinction throughout the period of Stalin. 

Two years after the publication of Laws, Matiushin died at the age of 
almost seventy-three. He was buried at the Martyshkino cemetery by the Gulf 
of Finland. His friend Nikolai Tyrsa (1887–1942) participated in the 
ceremony and document-ed the event in his diary: “The occasional shining 
drop of rain fell to our heads between two rays of sun, the whole scene 
being pierced by a rainbow – the very origin of colour to which Matiushin 
had dedicated his entire life.”4
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4. Letter to the author dated January 25, 1997 from the Tyrsa family archive, with great
thanks to Maria Nikolaevna and Anna Nikolaevna Tyrsa, daugthers of the Nikolai Tyrsa.



11.  Epilogue
The streets are our brushes, the squares our palettes.

mayakovsky 19181

After Lenin had moved the centre of power away from St. Petersburg (then
Petrograd) to the fortified Kremlin in Moscow, the old capital found itself in a
political backwater. Yet in the field of art it still retained a distinct identity, just
as it does today. After Lenin’s death in 1924, it was renamed Leningrad in his
honour. 

With its long White Nights from May to July thanks to its Northern lati-
tude, bluish buildings are popular, as for example the Hermitage and Smolnyi
which seemingly float between the sky and the water of the wide Neva river
flowing through the city. Bluish exterior architecture is less likely the result of
deliberate application of physiological laws, than the result of adherence to the
colour scheme fashionable during 18th century Baroque. What in earlier times
had been done for the sake of fashion, Matiushin wanted to do deliberately
with heightened awareness. His aim was to translate colour impressions from
nature into combinations producing a “maximum of intensity and colourful-
ness” even if the colorants involved were not very colourful in themselves. Jux-
taposed colours should retain their vividness. And vice-versa: if the colours in
the combinations were intense, they should be combined so as not to lose this
quality. In order to train his students in colour design, Matiushin took them
outside the city to observe how the forms of houses, trees, hills and lakes inter-
acted in connection with fields, clouds and sky. And truly so, it is not the
strongest illumination which entices the brightest colours to come forth, but
rather the soft, dampened light of the Northern hemisphere. The long dawns

1. “Prikaz po armii iskusstva”, Iskusstva kommuny, no. 1, 1918, p . 1.
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and dusks stretched into lengthy periods excellent for the viewing of colour. 
The group of Organic Culture with the core of Guro-Matiushin-Enders,

worked hard to contribute to the cultural heritage of their home town. Al -
though a great deal of the early avant-garde culture was never realized, one
should keep in mind that an ambitious research programme was nevertheless
carried out. 

Matiushin’s worldview emerged asking to be a new system for colour
vision to be practically applied within architecture. His fundamental outlook
was that of the artist-musician preoccupied with a vision to realize a great
work of art, with Laws as one important part. In combining sources from dif-
ferent sense faculties and organically unifying them into one single sense
impression, an entirety between man and cosmos, nature and culture, eye and
brain, a new organic whole was to step forth. But with Socialist Realism as the
only method allowed, with colour reduced to merely symbolic red flags,
Matiushin’s method was no longer mentioned publicly. He wanted, with
colour as bridge and universal language, to describe a “new unforeseen organ-
ism” visible by trained eyes as a higher reality.2

Unfortunately enough, he failed. Or did he? What happened to Laws after
Matiushin’s death? Did all the work that was done by his brigade of students
really fall into oblivion? What about Matiushin’s students who learned so
much from him, what did they do after 1934? Those he had worked with close-
ly for so many years and who were heavily influenced by him and his world-
view, did they continue with colour, or did they let it slip because of the
unfavourable circumstances? 

The four of Matiushin’s students who more than the others continued to
work within the field of colour and theory were Maria and Boris Ender, Vali-
da Delakroix and Elena Khmelevskaia.

Maria Ender 

(St. Petersburg 1897 – Leningrad 1942) in charge of the Laboratory of Colour
at GINKhUK, GIII and the Russian Museum and author of the preface to
Laws. She was Matiushin’s closest assistant and the person who held the clos-
est contact with Matiushin until his very deathbed. It was to Maria Ender he
dictated his late autobiography (Matiushin 1933–34 in the bibliography).
Maria Ender continued within colour science also after Matiushin’s death.
Rumours say she wrote a dissertation on colour, however, I have not been
able to verify this information.

2. Matiushin 1976a p. 187.



Maria Ender’s special field was the process of perception in connection
with art. In 1927, when GINKhUK became subordinate to GIII, she gained
charge of the Laboratory of Colour and Form of the Contemporary Fine Arts,
where she also continued her research. It was also her who had to answer to
the demands from industry. In connection with the focus on production,
Ender organized a Colour Laboratory for Architecture at the Scientific
Research Department of Contemporary Architecture at LISI. She read a
number of lectures at GIII and the Russian Museum and prepared articles for
publication such as: “Tsvet i tsvetovoe sochetanie” [Colour and colour com-
binations], “Prostranstvo i forma” [Space and form], “Kul’tura staticheskogo
i dinamicheskogo tsveta” [The culture of static and dynamic colour]. They
were to be published in a collection of articles by the Russian Museum, but
still remain unpublished. They were possibly meant to be her dissertation. 

From 1929 she worked as a consultant on colour design for railway sta-
tions, houses of culture etc. in Leningrad. From 1929 she was an assistant at
the Painting Section at the Academy of Art where she held seminars in colour
theory. In 1932 she was dismissed when the Academy was reorganised. Maria
Ender died during Hitler’s siege of Leningrad in the Second World War.

Boris Ender 

(St. Petersburg 1893 – Moscow 1960) moved to Moscow in 1926 and did not
take any part in the actual work of Laws although he had participated in a large
part of the experiments. Because of his excellent language knowledge, Male-
vich wanted Boris Ender to join him to Germany in 1927, but did not manage
to arrange a visa for him. 

In Moscow Boris Ender worked at Maliarstroi, the House Painting and
Construction Agency. Together with Hinnerk Scheper, a former student of
Kandinsky’s at Bauhaus in Dessau, he made a number of colour designs.
Eventually Scheper returned to Germany because of the increasingly harsh
political climate. 

Among Boris Ender’s projects were the interior of the Tretiakov-Gallery in
Moscow, the Soviet pavilion for Exposition Internationale in Paris 1937,
designed by Boris Iofan, and in the New York World Fair 1939–40. One
would assume that these international expositions rendered Boris Ender new
prestigious assignments, financial and professional success. The reality was far
from that however. He was not permitted to launch his designs in Soviet Rus-
sia, just as he was not allowed abroad. In a diary entry from April 13, 1939 he
says: “I seems I have reconciled myself to the fact that I will not go to Paris.
Tomorrow a new portion of life begins.”
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Valida Delacroix-Nesmelova 

(Liepaia 1899 – Leningrad 1972) stopped painting in the beginning of the
1930s to work full time on colour research. From 1938 she worked at the
Colour Laboratory for Visual Perception at the Scientific Institute of
Research in Painting at the Academy of Arts under the psychologist B.N.
Kompaneiskii. That year the colour laboratory achieved an assignment from
the Board of Construction of the Palace of the Soviets (Dvorets sovetov) in
Moscow, to study and analyse a number of monumental artworks from differ-
ent epochs (Skovorod monastery in Novgorod, mosaics from Ravenna, etc).
The aim was to elaborate a method for colour design of monumental architec-
ture in general, and the Palace of the Soviets in particular. The most important
characteristic of the Palace of the Soviets, was its large scale. It was to be
impressive from afar, to be seen from all over Moscow. A representative build-
ing with enormous dimensions, it was to show total power to the whole
world. Unlimited resources were available. The Palace of the Soviets was to be
415 metres high, with a 100 metre Lenin statue at the top. Both the interior
and the exterior was to be decorated with monumental painting, mosaics,
frescoes and ornaments. No costs were to be spared on the richly adorned
exterior. Moscow, the “third Rome”, was to evoke thoughts of the Roman
Empire with its spectacular buildings. 

The Soviet pavilion in Paris 1937 with the statue Worker and 
Kolkhoz Woman by Vera Mukhina on top. The first time the 

Soviet Union participated in a World Exposition. 



This crown of Stalin architecture was never erected. The Laboratory of
Colour closed down under World War II. Kompaneiskii, the supervisor of the
colouring project, disappeared during the war. Insofar as he is not found in
the annals he was most probably repressed. In the summer of 1960, a public
outdoor swimming pool (the Moscow Swimming Pool), heated all year
around, was opened on its site. In 1997, when Moscow celebrated its 850th
anniversary, the Cathedral of the Saviour, torn down in the 1930s to make
room for the Palace of the Soviets, was re-inaugurated.

Elena Khmelevskaia 

(St. Petersburg 1899 – St. Petersburg 1992) worked in the 1930s at the Scien-
tific Department of Research, the faculty of painting and drawing at LISI and
at the Main Construction Bureau in Leningrad – Glavlengradstroi – where she
developed Matiushin’s colour concept. Together with Delacroix, she wrote
extensively on colour, most of which still remains unpublished. During the
war no activity was dedicated to colour design but after the war there was an
acute need for construction housing. Khlemevskaia then came to be involved
with the colour design of Leningrad. 

Since 1948, the main street of Leningrad/St. Petersburg – Nevskii
Prospekt – has been repainted according to a colour scheme made by
Khmelevskaia. Every seventh or eighth year it has been repainted in order to
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Iurii Pimenov Sports Parade, 1939. Panneau for Soviet Pavilion at the World Fair in New York,
1939. In the foreground a model for the Palace of the Soviets. Project by Boris Iofan, 1932. 
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keep its freshness as the main face of the former capital. From the 1970s,
Khmelevskaia’s scheme was replaced by “Nevskii Prospekt II”, by Genrietta
Blinova, a student of Khmelevskaia.

Together with B.D. Amenitskii, Khmelevskaia wrote Vnutrennaia okraska
zdanii [Interior painting of buildings] published in 1947, and Naruzhnaia
okraska zdanii [Exterior painting of buildings] which appeared in 1953.
Between 1960–1964 Khmelevskaia taught colour theory at the Faculty of
Architecture at the Academy of Art in Leningrad. In Rukovodstvo po tsvetu dlia
arkhitektorov, stroitelei i studentov [Colour manual for architects, constructors
and students], Leningrad 1967, Khmelevskaia made the original to the 420
colour samples and wrote the explanatory texts on how the colours had been
conceived, how to use them as well as an introduction to colour theory. This
manual has since then been used practically for colour design for housing and
industry in Leningrad. It has never been sold, but distributed (1 500 copies) to
professionals active in colour design. In the bibliography to the book no ref-
erences are made to Matiushin, but his ideas are all the same possible to dis-
cern. A productive painter (often water colour on cigarette paper), the influ-

Top. Section of Khmelevskaia's colour scheme of Nevskii Prospekt. Bottom. Section of 
Genrietta Blinova's colour scheme of Nevskii Prospect. Photos  Dmitrii Provotorov. 



ence from Matiushin is obvious. In 1990 Khmelevskaia exhibited for the first
time since 1930. 

Modernism revised

From 1932, the year of the publication of Laws, the situation became increas-
ingly difficult for the modernists. In the same way as for Matiushin and his
colour project, many projects of the Soviet 1920s and 1930s were seen as too
utopian to realize. Instead, in the wake of heavy industrialism a number of
cities were constructed throughout the Socialist Motherland: Stalinsk, Stal-
inogorsk, Magnitogorsk and Sverdlovsk. They however, were not colourfully
painted but had to be content with grey.

As an irony of history, Boris Iofan’s Palace of the Soviet in celebrated neo-
classical as the crown of Socialist Realism, was never built. Instead it was
Guro’s organic vision that was realized in the colouring of the face of
Leningrad. Posthumously her vision to animate the city became reality. His-
torical coincidences made it possible for Matiushin’s former student
Khmelevskaia to actively participate in the colour design of Leningrad, made
in accordance to the principles outlined in Laws. Thanks to the correspon-
dences of colour, volume and music, Organic Culture could also be used in
practice for socialist edifices of a promising future. As a result of the political
structure, this was sanctioned on the highest political level. 

My thesis thus opposes Vladimir Papernyi’s hypothesis stating that “all
processes in Soviet architecture that originate at the end of the 20s, early 30s,
can be analyzed as expressions of more general processes of culture, the most
prominent of which is the victory of Culture 2 over Culture 1.”3 In Papernyi’s
analysis, the label “Culture 1” is identified by its valuables of the periphery. The
architects of this culture represent solely themselves and their ideas generate
no practical influence whatsoever. “Culture 2”, on the other hand, Papernyi
characterized by “the shift of importance to the centre as the process of a crys-
tallizing society”.4

Matiushin’s unwanted worldview did make its way forward in spite of all.
Not only into publication but also, as with but a minority of architectural
projects of this time, to realization. Not only in the discrete periphery, but in
some of the largest and most central projects of the Stalin era. 

In truth, the wish of the futurists of the 1920s to have art leave the muse-
ums, and paint the streets and squares, has in this case been more than ful-
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3. Papernyi 1985 p. 17.
4. Ibid. 



filled. The laboratory work at the Department of Organic Culture under Stal-
in resulted in a worldview which produced a virtual simulation, existing
simultaneously on a physical and mental plane, immaterial and at the same
time entirely present. It was about dissolving limiting preconceptions in
order to create something completely new. In Matiushin’s description of the
dimensions successively developing from the first to the fourth it all depended
on to what extent man was able to open his eyes. Starting from the wild ani-
mal’s “slit” in one dimension to the complete extension of the visual angle up
to 360°. The most multi-faceted level was yet to be achieved. Only fragments
of description remain today, but the group of organic culture did not live long
enough to see for themselves the utmost consequences of his Extended Vision. 

When Guro and Matiushin initiated this project on colour vision, they
probably never dreamed of the impact on reality it would actually have.
Despite everything, with their work the past actually has became part of the
present, and part of the universal language, something for everybody to see. A
universal monument. 

Many of the ideas presented in this book might seem implausible to the
reader of today, but in elucidating a time long gone I hope they have become
easier to relate to. At least if one walks along the main street of St. Petersburg
– the Nevskii Prospect. 
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Colour samples by Elena Khmelevskaia.
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COLOUR MANUAL

Translation by Margareta Tillberg 2003 

the colour plates are handmade 
by the artist brigade:
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v. e. delacroix 
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e. s. khmelevskaia

state publishing house of the fine arts
moscow 1932   leningrad
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The Colour Manual is registered at the Committee for the Patent Office of the 
Higher Council of National Economy in the USSR as No. 3212.



FOREWORD

I

Colour theory has hitherto been the domain of idealists and mech-
anists, who have based their studies upon “data of natural science” or
the specific character of spatial arts, understood in a formalistic way. 

The attemps made by V. Friche to make a sociological analysis of
colour (colour sociology) could not surmount idealism due to the
general mechanistic positions of his theory. 

Colour theory viewed in such a light is often used as a creative
practice in the fine arts, as well as a basis for hostile class criticism.

Finding a solution of colour problems in the arts requires first of
all a critical review of existing colour theories and creative methods, i.
e., the worldview upon which these problems lie. 

In order to establish a correct attitude to and be aware of the lim-
itations of a possible use of the colour manual by M. V. Matiushin in
the practice of proletarian art, W. Ostwald’s colour conception and
the creative practice of formalism should first of all be critically
appraised.  

II

“Theory of Harmonies” by Ostwald,1 has up to now attracted
much attention by many architects and artists, especially those who
work within the field of the so called production arts. 

347Laws

1. V. Ostwald. Tsvetovedenie [Colour Science]. Industry Publishers 1926.
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Reviews and critics appraised Ostwald’s theory only as a measur-
ing system. They neither did not touch upon the question of “har-
monies”, nor gave approval to this part of the theory. 

This theory was presented as purely scientific in our higher art
schools until the reconstruction of the institutes of higher education
(colour programme by Fëdorov and Kravkov at the Moscow
VKhUTEIN). 

The main thesis Ostwald puts forward in his theory of harmonies
is “the law of harmonies”, i.e., the combinations are beautiful if struc-
tured according to a law. As a system of equal-grade series built by
isolated colours (hues and their quantity of black and white), the
physical regularities provided in this way, nominated by Ostwald as
harmonies and proclaimed to be a standard for beauty, develops and
advocates a metaphysical attitude towards colour. It extends physical
laws to the domain of social phenomena and forwards a theory of aes-
thetics unconnected to the history of class distinctions. 

It should be borne in mind that in the second edition of Richter’s
text-book “Theory of Colours”, the chapter on colour harmonies was
re-written by Nyberg on Fëdorov’s request (see Fëdorov’s preface to
the 2nd edition, July 13, 1931). However, the theory of harmony was
actually not revised. 

The author’s stipulation of colour as an ideological weapon does
not diminish the harmfulness of this theory, insofar as physical, geo-
metrical and other regularities are at the heart of the aesthetic evalua-
tion of colours. Colour combinations are seen as abstract norms, sep-
arate from the social contents of a concrete work of art. 

But Ostwald’s conclusions on colour combinations are unsup-
ported from the point of view of the dialectics of physical phenome-
na themselves and the laws of physiological processes in visual per-
ception. 

When studying colour in his laboratory work, in circumstances
where the colour was isolated from its colour and spatial sur -
roundings, Ostwald accepts these specific conditions as universally
binding for colour in general. He accepts that the stability of colour
is an absolute property, which is a mechanistic way to interpret colour
combinations as a sum of isolated colours.  

4



The study of correlations between colour phenomena on the other
hand, suggests an interdependence of colours embodied in colour
combinations as an entirety.1

Ostwald’s mechanistic conception of the colour as isolated and
invariable is embodied in the practice of many arts schools and move-
ments and considered as their own theoretical conception. This
method of observing phenomena in an isolated way has its philo-
sophical basis in the formal logical type of thinking.2

III
The so-called latest movements in Western painting have set them-

selves the task of solving what Ostwald in theory, and many artists
who followed him, have failed to achieve in their creative practice. 
In the field of colour M. V. Matiushin’s work becomes understandable
only in the light of the fine arts. 

Matiushin was one of of the leaders of Russian Futurism, a rebel-
lion group of petit-bourgeois intelligentsia, who struggled fiercely
against the official bourgeois arts.3
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1. It is interesting that Ostwald, pointing out the complexity of the colours’
physical compound himself, at the same time abstracts himself from their complex-
ity, in explaining that it is impossible to perceive them independently of spectral
analysis. But in limiting himself to the perception of the isolated colour, he elimi-
nates every possibility of grasping the phenomenon of colour interrelations. 

2. Physiological data show a high adaptability of the visual organs to isolated
viewing, rather than to the perception of relations, which could but favour the
mechanistic perception of colour phenomena. It is significant that the physiological
complementary phenomenon was first established in those particular cases in which
the isolation of the yellow spot (in the retina) was not possible. One example is
when a neutral spot in a saturated chromatic surrounding turns out to be too small
or remote to be distinguished by the eye and enters the eye unavoidably together
with the surrounding colours (“accidental” colours in physics.)

3. In 1909 Matiushin founds the society “Union of Youth”. The society edits its
own journal (Guro, Kruchënykh, Mayakovsky, Khlebnikov, et al), organizes exhibi-
tions (Goncharova, Guro, Burliuks, Larionov, Malevich, Matiushin, Tatlin, Filonov
et al.), stages plays (the opera “Victory over the Sun” by Kruchenykh, with music by
Matiushin, and stage-decorations by Malevich. “Tragedy” by Mayakovsky, stage-
decoration by Filonov et al.), etc.
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After October 1917, in the atmosphere of a fierce struggle by the
reactionary part of the intelligentsia against the Soviet power, the
“futurists” proclaimed themselves allies of the proletariat – “the left
front of the arts”. 

Together with others Matiushin took part in preparing the city for
revolutionary festivities and worked on the reorganization of higher
art education in Leningrad (Academy of Arts), etc.  

However, while fulminating against the bourgeois arts, the “futur-
ists” were drawn towards “non-representational art”. With this posi-
tion, they actually rejected the ideological essence of art and
remained, in this way, within bourgeois ideology. 

During Soviet power when the arts were set the task of direct par-
ticipation in the proletarian struggle for the building of Socialism, the
formalistic directions of the latest movements discounted an ideolog-
ical content in art. From an objective standpoint they expressed a
bourgeois resistance to the socialist offensive. 

This antagonism grew more and more irreconcilable, and
Matiushin was faced with the necessity of fundamentally revising his
standpoint in practice as well as in theory. 

The slogan that defined Matiushin’s artistic and scientific work
(1914– 1929) was “Spatial Realism”, i. e., an understanding of the fine
arts as spatial culture, expressed by the characteristic particularities of
formalism of the imperialistic era, in all its variations.

The interest in spatial links and relations resulted in the fact that
these spatial interrelations were over-emphasized as the only essen-
tiality that allowed the “specific nature” of the fine arts to be seen. In
this way they were deprived of their ideological content.

On the other hand Matiushin, through his slogan, opposes the
abstractedness of the pure composition exercises, characteristic of the
“Russian cubists”, and finds painting from life necessary. If the
“cubists” and “suprematists” built their non-representational compo-
sitions according to laws based on a formal analysis of the 
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latest French painting, the Matiushin group preferred to continue the
traditions of French Cubism and Impressionism (with a dispropor-
tionate importance given to the eye – “extended vision”,1 direct sensa-
tion, and intuition, etc.). 

They studied landscape and still-life, considering them as provid-
ing the most adequate conditions for “extended vision”

The guiding principle for their scientific and practical work was
“NOT (Scientific Organization of Labour) in the Arts”. This slogan is
to be understood as a rationalization of the “artistic” means, and
should explain the “incomprehensibility” of contemporary Western
European art by exposing the strict laws that govern the variability of
colour and form. 

In this way, the method of research conditioned an understanding
of the fine arts as spatial culture, which coincides with the creative
method of Formalism.  

Proceeding from this understanding of what art should do,
Matiushin organized his colour studies in conditions of various spa-
tial surroundings with models in abstract forms and colours. 

The colour problems studied were: Will colour and form become
deformed depending on the spatial position of the model or by the phys-
iological visual conditions; which role does movement play in colour
perception; what are the interrelations between colour and form, etc. 

Although going beyond the theory of the “isolated colour” by tak-
ing conditions of colour and space medium, form, illumination,
movement, etc. into account, this work in no way abolished the fun-
damental notion of colour as an “abstraction”. Only by the colour
studies with models in a laboratory setting do the spatial possibilities
become revealed.  

By studying the laws that govern the variability of colours
Matiushin makes an attempt to go beyond the mechanistic theories in
colour theory. Through his work, as well as in formalistic practice, the
artists, after having succeeded in finding out the connections and
interrelations of colours with a spatial surrounding, declared these
relations to be authoritative. 
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1. See the first part of Matiushin’s explanatory text. 
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They thereby pushed the class significance of social antagonisms dur-
ing the era of decaying capitalism into the background. 

IV

The standpoint on colour of V. Friche is completely different.
His correct point of departure is based on a sociological study of

colour in the fine arts, but as a consequence of his mechanistic train
of thought the results are incorrect. Friche’s attempt to determine the
class nature of colour combinations, independent of the concrete
artistic contents founded in a worldview, is an inadequate formula-
tion of the problem. His error consists in the fact that he removes a
formally conceived “colour scale” in painting in a completely mechan-
ical way and transfers it directly to economy and classes of society,
without a consistent exposure of all the intermediate links.

Speaking of “deep and dark colouring” as expressing “a mental
state of depression and despair” among the “French Wanderers”,
Friche seems to believe that the gloominess of the painting is caused
by the colour choice, failing to understand that very different results
can be achieved by the same colorants, depending on the task that has
been set.1

Friche’s viewpoint can be explained by a comparison with the
colour properties Spengler discussed, and whom Friche also quotes.
Reds and yellows are colours of “noisy public markets and national
festivities”, whereas pale blue and green are described as colours that
“destroy the corporeal nature, causing the impression of wide space,
long distance and the infinite”, etc. 

These colour combinations of Friche-Spengler, consistent with the
eternal harmonies of Ostwald and other idealists, prove the inability 

1. A dark red, for instance representing a bright red spot in reality, will cause a
much gloomier impression than the same colorant used for representing something
that in reality is heavy, dark, or even black. The deciding factor here is the scale of
colour differences, within which the whole unity is sustained, insofar as while giv-
ing a vivid expression in one scale, it can become completely mute in another.
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of mechanistic philosophy to fight against formalism in a consistent
way. 

As a consequence we face the danger from Formalism of its evalu-
ation of colour as a means within the painting, as well as the mecha-
nistic attitude which, on the other hand, leads to the same underesti-
mation of colour possibilities, though now as a means of expressing
ideological content.

The mechanistic tendency is also strong in painting practice. 
The naturalistic approach of the subject among contemporary

“Wanderers” is passive, because it does not incorporate the essential
links with and relations to the entirety of the painting.  Their inabili-
ty to take the dependency of colour on its surrounding into consider-
ation is a result of their pursuit of local plausibility of the individual
parts.  This is exactly what makes the artist incapable of a conscious
use of colour as a means of revealing a greater content. 

The same risk of a mechanistic attitude towards colour can be
detected in the so-called production arts, for example, in the colour
design of a city. They have separated districts by means of abstract
colours without attempting to reveal their organization, and isolated
colour from the totality of artistic design and from the general tasks
of socialist reconstruction (coloured districts, Red Square, garden city
and so on, in the “planned design of Moscow”). These are attempts
to use the symbolic properties of colour by themselves in order to
express, for example, the meaning of the July Days by painting a red
stripe on a house at the corner of October 25 Avenue, and 3 of July
Street in Leningrad, etc. 

So if Friche correctly set himself the task of defining colour in the
arts but without solving it, Matiushin, in going deeper into separate
and specific problems of colour phenomena, determined, in an erro-
neous way, the methodological approach to colour in the arts.

This is the starting-point of this book. 
The achievements made by Matiushin in his research with regard

to overcoming the mechanistically “isolated” colour, should be made
use of, though the formalistic system as a whole must be revised.  
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Only then can the gap be filled in order to change the view of colour
as a means of characterizing volumes and space on the one hand, and
the ideological content itself on the other. This is also the way in
which we must deal with the The Laws Determining the Variability of
Colour Combinations. A Colour Manual. It is an aid to be used direct-
ly in practice, in “internal and external design of architecture, textiles,
porcelain, wallpaper, polygraphy and other industries”.  

It would be absolutely incorrect to regard the colour plates repre-
sented here as normative prescriptions for recommended colour com-
binations or even to see them as “always beautiful” or “always cor-
rect”. 
By studying the proposed material we can learn to take the laws that

govern the variability of colour combinations into account, thus broaden-
ing our knowledge of colour possibilities as a resource in our practical
work. 

In laboratory exercises peculiar characteristics of colour phenome-
na have been revealed much more clearly than they would have been
by observing nature directly, where the more substantial tasks of rep-
resentation divert attention from, for example, qualities such as spa-
tial colour functions, colour combinations, etc. 

The description of the colour combinations, their comparison and
especially their possible changes due to rearrangements of colours,
must help the reader to detect the character and significance of colour
variability. However, as it is not yet a method of studying colour per
se in the arts, it would be wrong to remain at this stage of analysis.

It is necessary to assimilate these “new possibilities on the basis of
the creative dialectic-materialistic method in the arts”, in which case
the spatial relations can and must be understood as a means of reveal-
ing the class content in images.

M. Ender



THE LAWS GOVERNING THE VARIABILITY 
OF COLOUR COMBINATIONS

I

This colour manual is the first step taken in this particular field of
research to define the laws of interrelations in colour combinations. It
is based on research conducted under my supervision by a group of
artists in the State Institute of Artistic Culture, beginning in 1923. The
studies were concentrated on interrelations between colours and a
neutral surrounding field.

The research was carried out with models in abstract forms and
colours, relating to problems of space, volume, texture and other
qualities of colour and form, without going beyond narrowly defined
colour theoretical problems and physico-physiological regularities.  

The laboratory experiments were carried out by observing
coloured models under simple, easily considered conditions.  In this
way, it was possible to establish the regular interdependence between
colour and form by experimentally changing conditions. 

One of the main working hypotheses concerning the studying of
colour and form was the theory that form and colour depend on visu-
al perception conditions which vary depending on what we want to
see. Proceeding from experimental work and observations conducted
by myself and other artists, I have come to the conclusion that not
only man in general, but the artist in particular, does not in a con-
scious way use the whole capacity of his visual organs. This, despite
the undoubted fact that it is beyond any doubt that the unconscious
and simultaneous use of our two ways of seeing (direct and indirect
vision) increasingly makes their presence felt, as reflected in artistic
practice.
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While using daytime vision, we perceive distinct colours and
forms best, but very narrowly, as though looking through a thin tube,
seeing only with one small spot: the yellow spot. Night vision takes
place using the whole breadth of the eye, from edge to edge, but does
not give us the distinctness nor the colourfulness of the central spot,
but on the other hand it records all movement.

To clarify the explication given below, we shall add some necessary
notions of physiology of vision. The perceptive apparatus of our eye
consists of a system of refracting media (crystalline lens, cornea,
choroid membrane) and an inner membrane of the eyeball – the reti-
na. The retina consists, in accordance with its function, of nerve
fibres, cells, and the light and colour sensing elements – rods and
cones. The microanatomic differences between them has led some
researchers to also attribute functional differences to them: the rods
are a light-perceiving organ equally stimulated by rays of different
wavelength and they distinguish light from dark; the cones, as organs
of colour sense, are stimulated to a different extent by different wave-
lengths and serve to identify and distinguish colours. On the back wall
of the retina, near the entrance of the visual nerve, a large predomi-
nance of cones over rods is observed in the yellow spot. In the area of
most distinct vision, cones cover the whole base in the central cavity
of the yellow spot. In the peripheral zones of the retina the number
of cones decreases, and the rods predominate.  Proceeding from this
distribution of cones and rods, Kriz has advanced a theory of double
sight: the central one, that is – direct or daylight sight, and the periph-
eral one – indirect or twilight sight. 

We use the first one exclusively in daylight conditions, mainly by
the function of the yellow spot; the second sight, is the function of
the peripheral parts of the retina, used in faint light where the ability
to distinguish colour disappears due to a reduced sensitivity of the
cones, only leaving the sensation of light and dark.

My observations have clearly shown that in all cases of vision we
use only a part of our visual possibilities. We always use the yellow
spot, which gives us more distinct images on the retina, 
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but it forces us to use a very small visual angle. 
However, seeing solely by the yellow spot is shown to be insuffi-

cient. A strengthening of sensitivity in the retinal periphery is required
to make it possible to achieve a growth of the number of cones in the
retina, thus increasing the colour sensitivity of the retinal periphery.
Historically, both possibilities have evolved in favour of central sight,
due to the necessity of seeing at least small areas distinctly. 

Seeing in a narrow tube of sight is appropriate when it is necessary
to clearly distinguish only a very small sector of our visual field, but it
takes place at the cost of losing connections between the different sec-
tions.

In order to gain some idea of the links between objects in relation
to their surroundings, it is necessary to make use of not only the yel-
low spot but also the peripheral parts of the retina. This is of prime
importance especially in the perception of movement.  It is clear
enough that the need for rapid orientation among quickly moving
objects makes it necessary to use the second method, i. e., the periph-
eral sight. Here it is interesting to point out the connection between
the just-mentioned properties of the retinal periphery, and the
specifics of the joining of rods and cones to the nerve cells. The rods
contact the cell body in groups (of approximately 130), whereas the
cones unite with the cell dendrite one by one.1

Only by consciously dividing the visual organs into two operating
functions and also by uniting them consciously can we master to the
full the possibilities that were given to us by nature. 

We call this act of conscious, simultaneous application of central
and peripheral sight “extended vision”. 

The sensation of extended vision gives some idea of the link
between one thing and another and their relations with their sur-
rounding. Extended vision gives an integrated sensation of any mov-
ing object, since due to physiological peculiarities of the eye, it is pre-
cisely the retinal periphery that is more sensitive to movement.
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1. The number of rods is approx. 130 million and the cones approx. 7 million.
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To explain the concept of “extended vision” let us present a con-
crete example.

We have a large room with a centrally placed balcony door, at each
side of which there are two windows. The central cavity of the yellow
spot is focused on the light area of the balcony door at the centre of
the room, and in doing so we do not see the windows at each side of
the door at all. Now imagine that we include these two light spots
into our field of vision and attempt to estimate, as attentively and pre-
cisely as possible, their form, colour, etc. but without diverting our
central vision from the balcony door. We shall notice at once, that this
inclusion of the peripheral vision makes our spatial image of the visi-
ble objects change: the particularities disappear due to our attention
being more general, but in return, our notion of the mutual relations
between each of the objects becomes more integral.

The initial image appears to be confirmed by means of the sensa-
tion of the two light sources coming from the windows flanking the
balcony aperture. The wall as partition comes into sight only if we
simultaneously include the inner and outer space, i.e., only if we use
extended vision. These spatial connections manifest themselves by a
characteristic deformation of the objects. Hence the deformation that
colour and shape undergo as we use extended vision, this serving to
express the concrete spatial connection between the objects, with
which we can produce a visual image of our ideas and conceptions. 

As a result of long-term research it has become fully evident that
the middle part of the retina can perceive colour sufficently clearly. 

The edges of the retina are different however; here the ability to
perceive hue undoubtedly decreases, but these limits to sensitivity of
the retinal periphery can be decreased considerably through training.1
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1. It is well known that the cones covering the base of the central cavity are also
dispersed throughout the periphery of the retina. I assert that the evolution of the
eye has its history and that the cones appeared at a later date. The following exam-
ple from the physiology of animals, where the eye has acquired specific properties,
confirms this: the falcon, the seagull, the finch, the goose and the duck, all of which
need sharp eyesight, 



All the experiments on the study of colour and form have been car-
ried out by using the two different modes of vision – central and
extended vision.  

The investigation of colour and form variability, was made in the
following manner: firstly, a form element was observed, by accom-
modation of the yellow spot, and then a perimeter screen, larger than
the colour form, was included in the visual field, so that a connection
between the screen and the observed form could be defined.

Following this, two forms closely arranged vertically or horizon-
tally were observed. It was necessary to watch attentively the changes
of colour and form of both forms while at the same time keeping the
central vision between the two forms absolutely fixed. It was this exact
position that provided the maximum sensitivity of chromaticness. 

In the third case, the purpose was to observe further changes of
both forms when drawn widely apart, while looking as before at the
centre of the screen between the two forms.

In this position of the model, the colours enter the peripheral zone
of the retina entirely. The colour indeed becomes subdued and
warmer, but the complementary colour in the surrounding field
remains quite intense.1

A very important method of post facto validation of the experi-
mental data was closing the eyes immediately after the colour-forms
had been observed, resulting in successive afterimages. 

When studying coloured forms, we have proceeded from the fol-
lowing physiological data concerning complementary colours. 

Complementary colours are colours that in optical mixture give
white colour.2
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have two yellow spots in each eye; predatory animals and animals that flee in order
to save their lives have different angles of vision. The lion for instance, has a visual
angle divergence of 10°, while the hare has 170°. 

1. In all the cases of laboratory observation, pencil or water-colour sketches
were made, with corresponding verbal explanation, exactly describing the experi-
mental conditions.

2. The complementary colour pairs are, for example, red and blue-green,
orange and pale blue, yellow and blue, violet and yellow-green, etc.
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If the eyes are closed quickly or exposure to light ceases after a
light stimulus of long duration, light phenomena caused by the pre-
vious illumination are observed inside the eye. Their intensity and
duration depend on the strength of the previous stimulus.  Sensations
of this kind are called positive afterimages. 

If, after the first illumination of any retinal point, we expose the
whole retinal surface to a new and stronger stimulus, we will see on
the illuminated surface a negative visual afterimage where all that was
previously bright, now seems dark, and vice versa. 

The phenomenon of visual afterimages can also be related to
colour sensations.  

Lazarev elaborated a theory of afterimage phenomena based on a
general theory of ionic stimulus. He explained visual phenomena as a
process of ionization of the colour and light-sensing substance in the
rods and cones; i.e. if the amount of ions is sufficiently concentrated
then physiological colour and light phenomena appear.  

The light sensitive substance is discharged by the light to form
ions, which, when the light stimuli cease to have an effect, on the one
hand gradually diffuse in the capillaries and are removed by the blood,
and on the other hand immediately decompose. We experience visual
sensations until all stimulus substances have completely disappeared
from the retina, i.e., during the whole process of decomposition after
the interruption of the light stimulus. This is a physiological descrip-
tion of positive afterimages. 

If the first illumination is followed by a new stimulus, the decom-
position of the remaining light-sensitive substance from the first stim-
ulus will continue on the retina. The rate of decomposition depends on
the relationship between the strengths of light of the two stimuli. If the
concentration of decomposed substance is greater in the first stimulus,
the afterimage obviously will be positive; in the case of reverse pro-
portions the afterimage will be negative. Equal brightness produces no
afterimage. Lazarev’s theory makes it possible to give quantitative
explanations of a number of laws governing visual impressions.     

It is necessary to add that Lazarev bases his arguments on the the-
ory of colour sensation by Young and Helmholtz.
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Helmholtz presumes that our visual organ has three kinds of
colour sensitive elements: the red-sensitive elements are stimulated
mainly by red rays, the green elements by green, and the violet by vio-
let rays. Other colour sensations are caused by simultaneous stimuli of
two or all three elements in different degrees. Nevertheless, any other
stimulus (except for infra-red and ultra–violet) can to some extent
stimulate all three elements. A uniform stimulus of all three elements
results in white. 

Proceeding from the main theses of extended vision and comple-
mentary colour phenomena, we conducted a number of experiments
that enabled us to speak of laws determining the variability of colour;
of background colour and its effect on the principal colour; of the
relationship between colour and form; how movement changes the
colour, and so on. After thorough analyses of the colour phenomena
in laboratory conditions we found that their variability showed a
number of distinct regularities. This made it possible to explain a
great deal, which hitherto appeared practically incomprehensible.  For
example, laws determining variability within colour combinations,
i.e., that barely noticeable differences are eliminated or reduced under
the influence of strong contrast, explains the fact that a monochrome
volume appears to become compressed in a strongly contrasting sur-
rounding, etc. 

To establish the periods of colour variability in time units is
extremely difficult. The variations of each period’s duration depend
on a number of factors such as: the colour itself; the strength of illu-
mination; the condition and special peculiarities of the observer, etc.
We shall therefore only show the result of some chosen variability
periods, without establishing their duration in time units. 

If we observe a red circle in front of a light-grey screen, i.e., a
 neutral surrounding, on the screen will be seen a bright bluish-green
colour flashing from the sides of the circle. But if the conditions 
of the experiment change to a careful concentration on the centre of 
the circle instead, (marked by a dot for this purpose), 

361Laws

17



362 appendix b

so the accommodated sight not for a moment being diverted, in a few
seconds the bright red colour will become darker, increasingly acquir-
ing a brownish tint, until finally not only the circle but the whole
screen will have turned into a dark-brown spot. This occurs due to a
thorough concentration of vision on the centre during the visual
process. The complementary pale blue-green colour, that so beauti-
fully gave emphasis to the red, could not appear, because it became
perfectly superimposed on the red, extinguishing the red, its own
colour, and the colour in the surrounding field. To get an idea of the
struggle that went on, one can shift the eyes consciously from the
fixed spot. Then, instead of the large brown spot, two bright spots
will appear on the screen: one brilliant red and the other, transparent
bluish-green. The shift can be made in such a way so that these two
bright colours intersect, leaving a trace of the struggle between the
red and the green. This is an easy way to verify the influence of the
complementary colour when superimposed upon the colour under
observation.

The same time periods of colour variability have also been noticed
in the complementary colour reflex in the eye.  

1st period: the neutral surrounding field is slightly tinted by a
complementary colour.

2nd period: the colour under observation is encircled by a halo of
complementary colour and a third colour appears on the screen.  

3rd period: the situation changes – the colour itself fades, because
it is superimposed by a reflex from the superimposing complementa-
ry colour, and new changes occur on the screen.  

We have established that complementary colours do not appear at
an equal rate for different colours. The quickest to appear is a blue-
violet complementary to light yellow, followed by green producing a
pinkish-red complementary colour; the next ones are orange, which
produces a pale-blue complementary, and blue with a yellow comple-
mentary colour. The pale blue-green complementary to red is pro-
duced after a long delay in comparison to the examples mentioned
above. One colour that is especially slow to appear is the comple-
mentary to violet, which is green-yellow, etc.

18



The experiments on colour and form are no less interesting. They
show that colours can change the shape of forms. 

Before discussing the problem concerning the relationship
between colour and form, it is necessary to mention, if only in a few
words, the phenomenon of complementary form that we observed in
our laboratory work.

While carefully observing simply modelled forms, we noticed
barely discernable displacements (sidewards, to the right, to the left,
upwards and  downwards), which gave a psychological impression of
undulation of the form. After establishing the connection between
the observed form and its surrounding we observed a complete super-
imposition of the form by its complementary form: e.g., the straight
line was superimposed by a series of small curved lines; the square
produced clear concavities on the sides towards its centre; the circle
showed facets and angles. I call this phenomenon the Law Governing
Complementary Form. 

The study of form variability through time has shown that the
oscillation caused by the complementary form more or less comes to
a balance between the basic and the complementary forms, where the
basic form determines the general tendencies. However its simplicity
is disturbed by oscillations towards the complementary form show-
ing, for example, knots instead of a continuous curve, or waviness
instead of a straight line. The combination of straight and curved
forms, for example a rectangle and a semicircle, makes it possible for
them to stabilize and activate each other. Through the displacements
the form is released from its distorting complementary form.  

The displacement of the complementary form not only liberates
the form, but helps to strengthen the neighbouring form, and to rein-
force its specificity. 

When observing a form with extended vision in a neutral sur-
rounding, one can observe that the complementary form shifts
towards the surrounding field. For instance, a square is released from
the curvature that distorts it when a circle appears around or inside
the square. The deformation of the form under the influence of the
complementary reflects the relationship between these two forms, as
well as the connection between the form and its surrounding space. 
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The phenomenon of complementary form reveals the very nature
of contrasting form. In order to achieve stability or dynamism in
composing a picture, this knowledge of the complementary form is as
essential as that of the complementary colour. 

Proceeding from the assumption that the circle is the neutral form
for colour, we made observations on circle-shaped models painted in
all the colours of the spectrum. We established that circles in different
colours were also deformed in noticeably different ways. Thus, the
red circle flattened horizontally and seemed to expand; the orange
kept its unobtrusive circle shape and expanded less; the yellow circle
became vertically oval, as if it were emitting rays around itself; the
green circle shrunk somewhat and became angular; the green-blue cir-
cle also shrunk and became octagonal; the light-blue became hexago-
nal; the dark-blue became rhombic and drew what seemed to be its
rays inwards towards its centre; the violet circle became polygonal
and somewhat convexly irregular. 

The general conclusion can be formulated in the following way:
the warm part of the spectrum (from red to yellow) has a tendency
towards expansion and rounding of shapes, while the cold part (from
yellow-green to violet) tends to straighten lines and form facets and
angles. For example: the warm colours maintain a circular curve’s
continuity, while the cold ones have the tendency towards angularity
and straight facets. The observed circles’ deformations also have
noticeable vertical or horizontal tendencies, depending on the colour.
Thus, the red circle is transformed into a broad horizontal oval; the
orange keeps its circle shape; the yellow stretches to a vertically
formed oval; while the green, light-blue, dark-blue and violet, become
distinctly faceted, inverting the warm coloured forms.

In an effort to give more exact definitions, and to verify the results
from the colour and form research, we made some control observa-
tions on coloured planes and volumes. The observations were carried
out simultaneously on two volumes, one of which was painted in a
colour presumed not to correspond with the shape, 
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whereas the other volume had an appropriate colour: for example; two
parallelepipeds – red and blue, and two pyramids – yellow and violet. 

The observation definitely confirmed the results from the experi-
ments described earlier. Thus the red parallelepiped almost complete-
ly lost the acuteness of its angles, while the blue one shrunk somewhat
vertically and kept its acute-angled shape.  Correspondingly, the yel-
low pyramid swelled, losing its angle acuteness, while the violet pyra-
mid kept the angularity of its shape, already a pronounced character-
istic of its form, but now even more pronounced. 

This experiment was verified again by the test subjects observing
the coloured forms with closed eyes. In this way, the verification
method was once again proved to be applicable. 

Firstly, the complementary colour spot in the eye confirmed the
characteristic deformation of the form of the volume: the complemen-
tary form of the red parallelepiped conformed unambigiously to the
deformation of the volume caused by the red colour, i.e., the paral-
lelepiped became rounder and flatter. The green form became notice-
ably round in the eye, but as the curvature of the form does not corre-
spond to the forming properties of the green colour, a new deforma-
tion under the influence of the complementary colour itself occurred,
and the green spot changed again. Such changes were observed on
every occasion, first showing a deformation of the observed volume,
and then another change caused by the complementary colour. 

It would be very interesting to compare the development of visu-
al sensations with sounds. If the eye were able to distinguish spectral
colours only as a result of long training, the same must be true for
sounds. Due to modern technology, we have become accustomed to
very high and low tones, which previously were beyond man’s expe-
rience. Even nowadays we can hear the rhythmic combinations of
only two or three sounds in Kaffir singing. 

We know that the ancient Egyptians had four tones adopted by
the Greeks as a basis for the tetrachord. The second tetrachord of our
scale, the same as the cold part of the spectrum, remained for a long
time incomprehensible and was therefore not used.  

We decided to test the interaction between colour and sound in the
laboratory. The experiments of colour influence on sound were 
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made with the colours blue and red. They showed that red lowers the
tone, whereas the blue makes the same tone increase pitch. These data
are fully consistent with a series of other experiments where sound
effects on colour were studied.  The experiments were made on four
basic colours: red, yellow, green and blue. 

The experiments were first made with noises that produced only a
general impression of high and low tones, and then with four mono-
chords: countrabass, violoncello, viola and violin.

All these tests verified the fact that sound does influence the per-
ception of colour. Interestingly enough, intense colours or intense
sounds obstruct weaker companions, i. e., a strong colour stimulus
does not favour the distinction of weak sounds; but with closed eyes
one can hear sounds that were impossible to hear with open eyes. But
if the colour and sound are both strong, the sound intensifies the visu-
al impression. 

These experiments showed that low and harsh noises have the
characteristic quality of condensing and darkening the colour, while
high and sharp noises made the colour more transparent and light.
The monochord tests resulted in the same tendency, but defined more
precisely the variability of colour tone. The effect of the low tones had
a clear tendency: i.e., reddening when condensing and darkening,
whereas the high tones relieved the tension of the colour, making it
colder and more bluish. 

It is interesting to mention Lazarev’s experiments on the interac-
tion between sound and colour. Lazarev tries to base such a possible
interaction on the theory of ionic stimuli. To achieve this he first of all
had to locate the position where the visual and auditory nerve paths
meet, since the myelin membrane of the nerves is impervious to ions,
so the transference of the stimulus’ energy from one nerve to another
can only take place where the conducting paths converge. The corpus
quatrigemus is such a place, thus explaining the connection. 

Lazarev’s experiments chiefly determined the influence of colour
on sound with regard to strength, something that is easy to 
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calculate and to measure. Lazarev tries to unite the value of the ray
chromaticness with a subjective brightness of the coloured ray. 

His simplification should not be regarded as contradictory to our
experiments. The characteristic feature of our experimental results
consists in the fact that a relative interrelation between the colours
appears, instead of attributing a predetermined scale of subjectively
found and statically isolated perception of a sound to a defined inten-
sity of a subjectively chosen colour. The base of departure for us is not
the octave, but the whole tone range, where differences within the
octave are secondary.1

And now a few words about observations of colour in movement.
We discovered that an intensely coloured moving circle induced the
extended visual angle, and also heightened the general intensity and
colourfulness in the surrounding screen. And vice versa: if with the
same dynamic conditions we change the method of observation,
using only the yellow spot, fixing our concentration on the centre of
the moving circle without paying attention to the screen, the circle
itself, as well as the screen within which it is moving, will fade as dis-
tinctively as it previously grew more intense.  

The concluding theses drawn from this experiment are:
1) When observing colour in movement by means of extended

vision the general level of chromaticness increases.
2) When observing colour in movement by means of central

vision, isolated from the surrounding coloured screen, the level of
chromaticness decreases.

Summing up the results from the research work, it has to be
stressed that the research dealt with problems of the laws determining
the variability of colours and shapes of forms while being perceived as
models in abstract forms and colours. As physico-physiological phe-
nomena, the artist must be aware of them and take them into account
in his work. The artist must, for example, know according to what
laws a colour changes depending on the colour of its surrounding, 
as well as the laws that govern the interrelation between colour and
form.  It must be borne in mind though, that a formal study 
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1. Interesting facts on the relations between colour, form, and sound, are given by
Anschütz, in his book Kurze Einführung in die Farbe-Ton-Forschung Leipzig 1927.
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of abstract forms and colours cannot be used as a principal foundation
for artistic practice. To become more topical, research on colour and
form must in the future be built on the basis of sociological analysis,
proceeding from the concrete problems of artistic practice without
disconnecting form from content in works of art. 



EXPLANATORY NOTES TO THE COLOUR MANUAL 

II

This colour manual is based on material from research that started in
1923. The book was conceived in 1929–1930. A preliminary variant of
the book was shown at a group exhibition at the Leningrad Central
House of Arts in April 1930. In 1931, prior to publication, it was
revised together with a team of artists who made all the colour plates
by hand. The brigade included the artists Val’ter I., Vaulina O.,
Vlasiuk S., Delacroix V., Sysoeva T., and Khmelevskaia E., to whom I
am most grateful.  

In this version, the colour manual is intended to be employed in
work on colour within the production field, for interior and exterior
architectural design, textiles, porcelain, wall-paper, polygraphy and
other industries.  

Our work is but the first step in an effort to surmount the gap
between colour science on the one hand, and the requirements of
practical work on the other. Only an enormous amount of work, a
continuous study of the laws that govern colour variability, can make
the science of colour correspond to the practical requirements of the
artists, thus establishing a link between the abstract notion of colour
in science and concrete use of colour and colorants in practice. 

The main purpose of this book is to define the laws that govern
the variability of colour combinations. The presentation of a few basic
predictable combinations provided here can help to solve various
problems. Thus, knowledge of the laws that govern the variability of
colour combinations should facilitate the development of alternative
colour combinations. 
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In addition to this, it is of prime importance to determine the
quality of the combinations given here as accurately as possible, as
well as the spatial function of each one of the component colours.
Here knowledge of the laws governing colour variability as given in
these examples can be of considerable help in discovering the required
combination in other cases as well.

The three-colour combinations displayed here are presented as
regular interrelations between a colour and its surrounding field,
where one basic colour is active on a neutral screen.  These combina-
tions have been chosen directly from our experimental studies on the
interrelation between coloured models, in this case eight colours, and
a surrounding field. 

The study of a principal colour on a neutral screen has shown that
around the colour on the screen there always appear colours to
accompany the principal ones. A combination of an accompanying
colour with a principal one is the combination that constitutes the
maximum expressiveness of the principal colour. If the surrounding
field is subordinated to this principal colour, such a combination pro-
vides a maximum of brilliance and intensity. An intermediate colour
creates an equilibrium between the principal colour and the sur-
rounding screen on a flat surface, without destroying the spatial
expressiveness of the principal colour as the most conspicuous one.  

We have established as principal colours: 1) red (cinnabar), 2)
orange (chrome orange), 3) yellow (chrome yellow), 4) yellow-green
(a mixture of chrome yellow with light blue), 5) green (also mixture
of chrome yellow with light blue, but with a greater quantity of blue),
6) light blue), 7) dark blue (light ultramarine), and 8) violet (aniline). 

All other colour fields are possible mixtures of neighbouring ones,
as for example green is a mixture of yellow and light blue.

The colour manual provides examples of eight principal colours
(a), each one having its accompanying colour in a surrounding field
(c), with an intermediate linking colour as a third component (b).
These combinations are given in the first folder charts no. 1–8.  

These combinations are important not only as examples of maximum
colour expressiveness of a given colour in a given combination, but as
indications of colour interrelations in any other combination as well. 
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The combinations, given in folders I, II and III, provide maxi-
mum intensity of the colour chosen for the combination. This can be
explained by the fact that these are colour combinations that invari-
ably appear. The naturally accompanying colours in the neutral sur-
rounding field make the principal colours more stable and intense. 

If we make a different combination, for example by choosing a dif-
ferently coloured surrounding screen for the principal colour, the
change in the combination is determined by the principal colour. If
we choose a colour similar in hue and intensity to the principal
colour, it must be taken into account that this similar hue is certain to
deviate and become more similar to the principal colour. This devia-
tion will not yet make it dull and dirty.  

If we choose a colour for the surrounding field quite different
from the principal one, the field will without fail become duller, since
the principal colour will superimpose on it; thus even if the colours
were initially pure, they will give an impure impression. For example
even a dull blue in a saturated yellow surrounding resounds
vigourously and colourfully. Even if the surrounding field has a pure,
but not saturated colour, and also is similar to yellow, the colour will
inevitably become greyer and faded because the light blue shown in
the chart superimposes on it. The pure yellow will cause the blue to
fade considerably. 

The intermediate colour is much more complex. Its purpose is to
link the principal colour with the surrounding field, balancing them
on the flat surface. The intermediate colour – the link – is always sit-
uated in-between the field and the principal colour in the proposed
combinations. The link always changes along with changes in the sur-
rounding field. The greater the similarity between the colour of the
surrounding field and the principal colour, the more similar it
becomes to the principal colour, at least to a certain degree. If the
colour in the surrounding field draws nearer, the intermediate colour
moves away, not vice-versa. The intermediate colour of a comple-
mentary colour tends to become more like the complementary and
becomes complementary itself, provided that the colour in the sur-
rounding field and the principal colour have a similar hue. 
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Any colour can be linked by intermediate colours. This fact, as deduced
from our experiments, is of prime practical importance, since it starts a
new chapter in the science of colours. The intermediate colours serve to
establish a spatial relationship between different colours as well as to
restore their intensity and purity.  And vice versa, to balance combina-
tions which are out of key etc. 

In essence, the same laws governing three combined colours are
given in the second folder (II), charts no. 9–16. Here again, we have
a principal colour (A), a surrounding coloured field on a screen (C),
and as a third component, an intermediate element – the link (B).
The intensity of the colours is different however, since we do not pro-
ceed from a principal colour in a neutral surrounding, as we did in the
previous examples. In this case the passage from the complementary
colour to the principal one is obtained through a shift of the eyes
from the principal colour under observation, to the neutral surround-
ing screen. In this way, we again obtain a neutral surrounding field
where an intermediate appears, but this time the colours are less sat-
urated than in the first folder. 

The third series of charts, given in the third folder (III, plates no.
17–24), is the result of studying complementary colours as they appear
when we close our eyes after observing a coloured model. 

Here again, we have a surrounding neutral colour (C), and a medi-
ating colour (B). The main colour (A) in these examples is the comple-
mentary in the closed eye. But the now considerably darkened colours
in the surrounding field maintain their intensity and give the combina-
tion heightened transparency. Both colours (the principal one (A) and
that of the neutral screen (C), are linked together by the third one (B),
which balances the intensity of the principal colour with the colour of
the surrounding field. The only difference is the relative lightness of the
colours, depending on the one colour that is the principal stimulus. 

All these examples clearly indicate how colours can appear in an
appropriate surrounding, and how they can remain on a flat surface
through the linking intermediate colour (folders I–III). This relation-
ship is not always the most characteristic one, for example in the
colour design of different parts of an artifact. If the different parts
have a different relationship to that of a principal colour to a neutral
field, i.e. a relationship of balance, then this
28



would not be expressed by different degrees of saturation, where the
most saturated colour would always dominate. 

Furthermore, the use of strongly saturated colourants is not
always possible, as for example in the colour design of architectural
elements, especially in exterior design. In building facades, the use of
mainly inexpensive, durable natural colorants is an advantage. 

In practical work it is essential that a large field of lightly saturat-
ed paint can be intensified by small details painted with more saturat-
ed and more expensive colorants. While the building walls are lime-
washed, window frames or balconies can be painted with oil-colours,
which intensifies the colour of the walls.  

The fourth folder (IV) shows examples of how colour combina-
tions can be transformed from more, to less saturated colourants, but
at the same time keeping an unaltered expressivity, provided that the
colour relationships given in the folder are not changed. This means
that the combinations’ chromaticness can be intensified and strength-
ened, even if the component painted fields are impure when isolated.

In the first example of the fourth folder, we chose a yellow ochre,
instead of a colorant which looks like pure yellow, (plate 25 A) and a
whitened carbon black to act as its surrounding (25 C). These two col-
orants can be linked, as for example here, by a combination of
mummy and carbon black, which provides a very intensive combina-
tion. And furthermore they are matched on the plane surface.  

Within the practical work of architectural design a combination of
light ochre and whitened carbon black is constantly used. This com-
bination can be justified if the aim is to accentuate edges of surfaces.
In this way it strengthens the difference between the illuminated and
non-illuminated surfaces of a volumetric form. But as soon as they are
on the same plane, these same colours rupture the surface. An inter-
mediate link could in this case balance the surface and enhance the
contrasting effect of these colours. It must be taken into account
though, that the yellow ochre, while giving the impression of yellow,
is in fact blackened orange (the blackening 
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of yellow produces a greenish impression). Obviously even heavily
blackened colours, when joined in such a combination, can become
noticeably colour-intense. 

If the aim is to achieve a visual balance of yellow combined with
blue in a more faded combination, instead of a yellow, we can choose
a completely different colorant – for example a whitened umbre,
which will function as yellow if combined with a whitened carbon
bluish black. This shows that the dulling can be obtained not only by
blackening of a colorant, but also through weakening the hues. 

To what extent dulled colours can vary depending on how they are
combined, is shown in the following example: in the colour plates 26
and 27 we have the same umbre in two different places (26A and 27A).
Combined with violet (26B) and whitened carbon black (26C) it
becomes yellow; whereas the same umbre seems pinkish-violet (27A)
if combined with green (27C), linked together by a yellow-green
intermediate (27B).

This phenomenon increases the possibilities of changing the char-
acter of different colours, insofar as one and the same colorant can
appear quite differently depending on its surrounding colours. 

The following two examples concern the colour and spatial func-
tions of the intermediate link. The first example gives four different
characteristics of the same colorants. The only changing variable is the
intermediate link. In the first example, a variation of the intermediate
colour fundamentally changes the relationship between the colours
(for example colour charts 28 and 29). 
Plates number 28 and 29 have the same principal colour (whitened
ochre, 28A and 29A) and surrounding field (thinned out carbon black
with a slight admixture of ultra-marine, 28C and 29C).

If the intermediate is light blue, as in the first case (28A), the
orange dominates; whereas with pink as intermediate (29B), the blue
colour (whitened carbon black, 29C) prevails. These last two colour
plates serve to give balance to both colours on the surface by the two
movable stripes: green and violet.  

The next colour plate (plate 30) is an example of three possible
changes of one colour combination, where the only variable is the
intermediate linking colour.  In the first example, the link (30B)
makes the green (30C) dominant. 
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In the second case the pale-blue intermediate deepens the green
(30C), adding a transparent effect to it. The third case shows how
these same colours can be spatially balanced by a violet intermediate
link. These examples show the role that the intermediate linking
colour can play. 

This is of great importance in artistic practice where colorants are
limited at the same time as a contrast of details is required. By using
certain coloured fields as intermediate linking elements, it is possible
to organize complex spatial relations and still obtain a volumetric
effect within the flat surface without having recourse to chiaroscuro.
If we use two colorants of similar lightness and saturation, an inter-
mediate link can make the one prevail over the other or, on the con-
trary, give them balance. 

Quantitative proportions of colours in colour combinations pres-
ent great difficulties.

In the examples mentioned above, we have given the proportions
for a principal colour in a surrounding field, linked together by a third
colour - the intermediate. To some extent this also determines the
quantitative proportions of colours.

The surrounding field is the largest area, and the linking colour the
smallest. But it should be noted that still more important than the
quantitative proportions is the proposed spatial sequence. The linking
colour must be placed between the principal colour and the sur-
rounding field.

The question of the properties of colours that influence the shape
of forms is highly important when it comes to colour organization. In
the first part studies of the interaction between colour and form were
mentioned. 

The conclusion that can be drawn from our research is that cold
colours tend to form angles and facets even if the form itself has a con-
tinuous curved line. And vice versa, sharp angular forms painted with
warm colours loose the acuteness of angles and become wavy and
bulging – a characteristic typical for warm colours. It can also be
noted that the colour has the propensity to change either vertically or
horizontally. In colour design, all these phenomena must be taken
into account.
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It is also essential to remember extended vision, elaborated upon
in both our practical work as well as in our research. This also includes
the new problems that arose as a result of the two different modes of
vision: twilight and daylight vision in simultaneous contact. 

The colour manual only provides an answer to one of the numer-
ous problems that we face in practice. A series of problems that
appeared in our research, mentioned in the first part of our foreword,
have not been discussed in this book, in spite of their importance as a
means of expanding our knowledge of the formative propensities of
colours, important in the painting of pictures, as well as undoubted-
ly in the practice of the artist of today. However, as pointed out earli-
er, colour phenomena studied isolated from the social content of the
work of art cannot give any practical clues. 

Therefore a further study of colour and form phenomena must
proceed from the concrete needs of artistic practice, which in its turn
would lead to more concrete solutions. Practical use of this book
would also be facilitated. All these problems are presently being elab-
orated under my leadership. 

M. Matiushin 

Leningrad 
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Editor I. F. Titov. Techn. ed. Ia. Iu. Rublis. Izogiz No. 3764/l. Circulation 400
copies. 1 sheet 73¬104 cm 1/18 Lengorlit No. 48259, delivered 17/4 1932. Delivered
to the printing press 23 VII 1932. Typography 21, OGIZ Ivan Fëdorov, Leningrad,
Zvenigorodskaia str. 11. Order No. 197. 



Select Bibliography1

primary materials 

Archives 
Fond (f.) = Archival Fund; Opis’ (op.) = Inventory; Edinitsa khraneniia (ed.khr.)/Delo (d.)

= Unit of Deposit; List (l) = sheet (includes front and reverse side of a page); Oborot
(ob) = reverse side.

Amsterdam
Stedelijk Museum Prentenkabinet. Documents no. 1–13. 

Moscow
GTG — Tretiakov Gallery Moscow, Manuscript Section, fund 25. 
RGALI — Russian State Archive for Literature and Art. Funds: 134, 1334 and 2973.
Private archives and collections. 

St. Petersburg (SPb)
RO IRLI — Russian Academy of Science, Institute of Russian Literature.Pushkin House.

Manuscript section. Fund 656 (Matiushin) and fund 631 (Guro).
Publichnaia biblioteka im. Saltykova- Shchedrina, rukopisnoe otdelenie i otdelenie etalona

(Public Saltykov-Shchedrin Library, sections for manuscripts and standards)
GMIL — State Historical Museum of Leningrad, now GMI, SPg. 
NBA RAKh — Scientific-Bibliographical Archive of the Russian Academy of Art.
GRM — State Russian Museum. Funds for a/ pre-revolutionary painting, b/ Soviet paint-

ing, c/ pre-revolutionary drawings, d/ Soviet graphics, e/ archives, f/ funds for paintings,
g/ Archives f. 121.

TsGALI SPb Central Archive of Literature and Art (former L(eningrad)GALI) The

1. If the time difference between the first and used editions is decisive, both years are given
for a more comprehensive historical trajectory, especially when it comes to natural sciences
and colour theory.

[377]



378 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

GINKhUK archival fund 244 inventory number one has a number of voluminous units
of deposits. I have mainly worked with units of deposit No. 21 (107 listov), No. 48 (51 lis-
tov), No. 71 (28 listov) and No. 72 (33 listov) but also with files number 1, 15/18, 19, 32, 53,
56 and 59.

Colour Experiments, Charts Paintings and Drawings 
Moscow: RGALI, Mayakovsky museum and private collections. 
St. Petersburg: GRM, GMIL, RO IRLI, Public Saltykov-Shchedrin Library, sections for

manuscripts and standards, and private collections. 
Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum.

Texts by Elena Guro 
RGALI f. 134, op. 1 ed. khr. 44 Pis’ma Guro k Matiushinu [Letters from Guro to Matiushin]

(1907 to – no date)

Texts by Boris Ender
Undated (probably 1924–25) “O vospriiatii ob”ëma i tsveta”. Stat’ia i opisanie opytov.” [On

the perception of volume and colour. Article and description of experiments]. 65 sheets.
RGALI fond 2973, op. 1, ed. khr. 8. 

1926 “V zale ekspozitsii otdela Organicheskoi kul’tury”. [In the exposition hall of the Depart-
ment of Organic Culture] 8 listov. RGALI fond 2973, op. 1, ed. khr. 9.

Dnevniki 1929–1939 [Diaries]. Private archive, Moscow. 

Texts by Maria Ender
1927a Maria Ender “Tsvet i tsvetovoe sochetanie” [Colour and colour combinations] Type-

written manuscript 32 pages. Private archive SPb. 
1927b “On complementary form” RO IRLI f. 656 reprinted in Organica 1999 pp. 62–64.
1932 “Predislovie” Zakonomernost’ izmeiaemosti tsvetovykh sochetanii. Spravochnik po tsvetu.

[‘Preface’ The Laws Governing the Variability of Colour Combinations]. Moscow and
Leningrad, pp. 3–10 (see Appendix A and B). 

1934 “Mikhail Vasil’evich Matiushin. Stat’ia 1934g. k vystavke Matiushina v 1934 god. [Arti-
cle from 1934 on Matiushin’s exhibition in 1934] RGALI 2973, op. 1, delo 163. 11 sheets. 

Texts (and music) by Mikhail Matiushin 
1912–1913 “Chuvstvo chetvertogo izmereniia” [The sense of a fourth dimensity] RO IRLI f.

656 l. 19. (together with Elena Guro). Reprinted in Organika 2001 p. 33.
Pobeda nad sol’ntsem. Opera A. Kruchënykh muzyka M. Matiushin. [Victory over the Sun.

Libretto by A. Kruchënykh, music by M. Matiushin]. SPb 1913. 
1913 “O knige Metsanzhe–Gleza ‘Du Cubisme’”, Soiuz molodëzhi [Of the Book by Gleizes

and Metzinger Du Cubisme’ in the journal Union of Youth] No. 3. SPb pp. 25–34. 
1914 “Futurizm v Peterburge”, Pervyi zhurnal russkikh futuristov [Futurism in St. Petersburg

in the First journal of the Russian Futurists] No. 1/2 pp. 153–57. 
1910–1915 “Anleitung für eine neue Teilung der Töne” [Instruction for quarter tones on vio-

lin] in Bauermeister & Hertling 1983 pp. 296–298. 
1916 “K vystavke ‘poslednikh futuristov”, Ocharovannyi strannik [On the exhibition ‘The last

futurists’, in the journal The enchanted wanderer] No. 10. pp. 16–18. 
1916–20 “Novyi prostranstvennyi realizm. Khudozhnik v opyte chetvertoi mery” [New spa-

tial realism. An artist’s experience of the fourth dimension] Typewritten manuscript 32
pages. Private archive SPb. 



379Select Bibliography

1923a “Ne iskusstvo, a zhizn”, Zhizn iskusstva [Not art, but life’ in the journal Life of art] Pet-
rograd May 22, No. 20 (895) p. 15.

1923b “O Mirooshchushchenii” [On world-sensation] June 1923. RO IRLI f. 656 d. 104 l.
71–73. Reprinted in Organika 2000 p. 18. Translated as “On ‘Weltanschauung” in Organ-
ica 1999 p. 18. 

1923c “O Mirooshchushchenii” [On world-sensation] July 1923. RO IRLI f. 656 d. 104 l. 73.
Reprinted in Organika 2000 p. 18. Translated as “On ‘Weltanschauung” in Organica
1999 p. 18. 

1926 “Über Ton und Farbe” (fragment of notes) published in Bauermeister & Hertling 1983
pp. 294–295.

1928 “Sproba novogo vidchuttia prostoronii” [An attempt towards a new sense of space]
Nova Heneratsia, No. 11, Kharkiv pp. 311–322.

1931a “Neopublikovannyi rukopis’ o tsvete” [Un-published manuscript on colour] RGALI f.
1334 op. 2 ed. khr 324. 

1931b “Chto nado dobait’ v spravochnik po tsvetu” [What needs to be added to the Colour
Manual] RGALI fond. 1334 op. 2 ed. khr 324. 

1932 Zakonomernost’ izmeniaemosti tsvetovykh sochetanii. Spravochnik po tsvetu. [The Laws
Governing the Variability of Colour Combinations. Colour Manual] Moscow and
Leningrad. pp. 11–32. See Appendix A and B. 

1933–34 “Tvorcheskii put’ khudozhnika” [The artist’s creative path]. Typed copy 214 pages.
Private archive SPb.

1976a “Opyt khudozhnika novoi mery”, K istorii russkogo avangarda [The artist’s experience
of a new dimension in On the history of the russian avant-garde] ed. N. Khardzhiev,
Stockholm pp. 159–187.

1976b “Russkie kubo-futuristy. Vospominaniia Mikhaila Matiushina” [Russian cubo-futur-
ists. Mikhail Matiushin’s autobiography] K istorii russkogo avangarda ed. N.
Khardzhiev, Stockholm pp. 135–158. 

No date “M. V. Matiushin. Avtobiografia. Mashinopis’ s pometkami avtora” [M. Matiushin.
Autobiography. Type-written with corrections by the author]. RGALI fond. 134 op. 2
ed. khr. 23. 1 sheet.

References 

Abrams 1953 Meyer Howard Abrams The Mirror and the Lamp.
Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition. Oxford
University Press. 1953

Adaskina & Sarabianov 1990 Natalia Adaskina & Dmitri Sarabianov Liubov Popova.
London 1990.

Albers 1963 Josef Albers Interaction of Color. Yale University Press
1963.

Albert-Vanel 2002 Michel Albert-Vanel “Optical fusions and proportional
synthesis”, in Chung & Rodrigues 2002 pp. 182–185.

Alpatov 1934 Mikhail Alpatov “Tsvet v iskusstve”, BSEVol. 60, 1934,
p. 322.

Alpers 1983 Svetlana Alpers The Art of Describing. University of
Chicago Press 1983.

Alvesson & Sköldberg 1994 Mats Alvesson & Kaj Sköldberg Tolkning och reflektion.
Vetenskapsfilosofi och kvalitativ metod. Lund 1994. 



380 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Amenitskii & Khmelevskaia 1953 B. D. Amenitskii & E.S. KhmelevskaiaNaruzhnaia
okraska zdanii. Leningrad 1953. 

—— 1947 B. D. Amenitskii & E.S. Khmelevskaia Vnutrenniaia
okraska zdanii. Leningrad 1947. 

Andersen 1978 Troels Andersen ed. Malevich Vol. IV. The Artist, Infini-
ty, Suprematism. Unpublished Writings 1913–33. Vol. IV.
Copenhagen 1978. 

Andersen & Grigorieva 1977 Troels Andersen & Ksenia Grigorieva eds. Art et poësie
russes 1900–1930. Le tramway egaré. Centre Pompidou,
Paris 1977.

Andersen 1976 T. Andersen ed. Malevich Vol. III The World as Non-
Objectivity. Unpublished Writings 1922–25. Copenhagen
1976.

—— 1968a T. Andersen ed. Malevich Vols. I–II Essays on art 1915–
1933. Copenhagen 1968. 

—— 1968b T. Andersen ed. Vladimir Tatlin. Moderna Museet.
Stockholm 1968. 

Anschütz 1927 Georg Anschütz Kurze Einführung in die Farbe-Ton-
Forschung. Leipzig 1927. 

Arnheim 1954 Rudolf Arnheim Art and Visual Perception: a Psychology
of the Creative Eye. Berkeley and Los Angeles 1954.

Avangard 1993 Avangard i ego russkie istochniki. Evgeniia Petrova &
Jochen Petter eds. Russian Museum SPb. 1993

Avangard 1989 Avangard ostanovlen v begu. Tuturina, Loshen’kov &
D’iachenko eds. Avrora. Leningrad 1989. 

Banjanin 1983 Milica Banjanin “Elena Guro and Boris Ender”, Russ-
ian Language Journal XXXVII, Nos 126/127. 1983 pp.
105–119. 

Barasch 2000a Moshe Barasch Theories of Art 1, From Plato to Winckel-
mann. Routledge 2000.

—— 2000b Moshe Barasch Theories of Art 2, From Winckelmann to
Baudelaire. Routledge 2000. 

Baron-Cohen & Harrison 1997a Simon Baron-Cohen & John E. Harrison eds. Synaes-
thesia. Classic and Contemporary Readings. Cambridge
Massachusetts 1997. 

—— 1997b Simon Baron-Cohen & John E. Harrison “Synaesthe-
sia: a review of psychological theories” in Barron-
Cohen & Harrison 1997a pp. 109–123.

Barr 1986 Alfred Barr Defining Modern Art. Selected Writings.
New York 1986.

Baschmakoff 1987 Natalia Baschmakoff Slovo i obraz. O tvorcheskom mysh-
lenii Velimira Khlebnikova. Ezhegodnik Instituta kul’-
turnykh sviazei mezhdu Finliandiei i SSSR. Helsinki
1987. 

Bauermeister & Hertling 1983 Christiane Bauermeister & Nele Hertling eds. Sieg über
die Sonne. Aspekte russischer Kunst zu Beginn des 20.
Jahrhunderts. Schriftenreihe der Akademie der Künste,
Band 15. Berlin 1983. 

Baxandall 1985 Michael Baxandall Patterns of Intention. On the Histori-
cal Explanation of Pictures. Yale University Press 1985.



381Select Bibliography

Baxandall 1972 M. Baxandall Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Cen-
tury Italy.Oxford University Press 1972.

Beare 1906 John I. Beare Greek Theories of Elementary Cognition
from Alcmeon to Aristotle. Oxford 1906.

Belous 1997 Vladimir Belous Petrogradskaia Vol’naia filosofskaia
assotsiatsiia (1919–1924) – antitotalitarnyi eksperiment v
kommunisticheskoi strane. Magistr Moscow 1997.

Belyi 1994 Andrei Belyi Simvolizm kak miroponimanie L.A.Sugai,
ed. Moscow 1994.

Benjamin 1983 Walter Benjamin Das Passagenwerk, ed. Rolf Tiede-
mann. Suhrkamp 1983. Engl. translation as The Arcades
Project by Eiland & McLaughlin. Harvard University
Press 1999.

Bergson 1962 Henri Bergson L’Évolution créatrice. Collection des prix
Nobel de littérature, ed. by the Swedish Academy.
Stockholm 1962.

—— 1911 Henri Bergson Creative EvolutionNew York 1911.
(French original L’Évolution créatrice, Paris 1907. In
Russian 1914 as Tvorcheskaia evoliutsiia).

Berlin & Kay 1969 Brent Berlin & Paul Kay Basic Color Terms. University
of California Press 1969.

Billger 1999 Monica Billger Colour in Enclosed Space. Observation of
Colour Phenomena and Development of Methods for
Identification of Colour Appearance in Rooms. Chalmers
University of Technology, Göteborg, Sweden 1999.

Birren 1981 Faber Birren “Introduction” to Chevreul 1981 pp. 5–35
—— 1969 Faber Birren ed. The Color Primer. A Basic Treatise on

the Color System of Wilhelm Ostwald. New York 1969.
Björnager Jensen 1977 Kjeld Björnager Jensen Russian Futurism, Urbanism,

and Elena Guro. Arkona Århus-Denmark 1977.
Blakeley 1980 Thomas J. Blakeley “Union of Soviet Socialist

Republics”, Handbook of World Philosophy Contempo-
rary Developments since 1945, ed. J. R. Burr. Westpoint,
Connecticut 1980 pp. 317–326.

—— 1975 T. J. Blakeley, ed.Themes in Soviet Marxist Philosophy.
Dordrecht-Holland 1975

—— 1964 T. Blakeley Soviet Theory of Knowledge. Dordrecht-Hol-
land 1964.

Blavatsky 1950 Helena P. Blavatsky Isis Unveiled. A Master-Key to the
Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science and Theology
(first ed. 1877). Theosophical University Press Pasade-
na, California 1950.

Boring 1950 Edwin G. Boring A History of Experimental Psychology.
(first ed. 1929) New York 1950.

Bowlt & Matich 1996 John E. Bowlt & Olga Matich eds. Laboratory of
Dreams. The Russian Avant-Garde and Cultural Exper-
iment. Stanford University Press 1996.

Bowlt 1996 J.E. Bowlt “Body Beautiful. The Artistic Search or the
Perfect Physique” in Bowlt & Matich 1996 pp. 37–58.



382 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Bowlt 1991/92 J.E. Bowlt “Orphism and Simultanism: the Russian
Connection”, The Structurist Saskatoon, No. 31/32,
1991/92 pp. 72–80. 

—— 1988 J.E. Bowlt ed. Russian Art of the Avant-Garde. Theory
and Criticism. Thames and Hudson 1988.

—— 1982 J.E. Bowlt The Silver Age: Russian Art of the Early
Twentieth Century and the “World of Art” Group. Ori-
ental Research Partners Newtonville, Mass. 1982.

—— 1973/74 J.E. Bowlt “Concepts of Color and the Soviet Avant-
Garde”, The Structurist Saskatoon, No. 13/14. 1973/74
pp. 21–29.

Bowmaker 1991 J.K. Bowmaker “Visual Pigments, Oil Droplets and
Photoreceptors” in Gouras 1991a pp. 108–127.

Bown 1998 Matthew Cullerne Bown Socialist Realist Painting. Yale
University Press 1998. 

Brendel 1986 Jànos Brendel “Der deutsche Einfluss von Scheerbart
und Wilhelm Ostwald auf die ungarische Konstruk-
tivistentheorie”, Wechselwirkungen. Ungarische Avant-
garde in der Weimarer Republik. Neue Galerie Kassel
1986 pp. 173–178 

Brown 1982 Edward J. Brown Russian Literature Since the Revolu-
tion. Harvard University Press 1982.

Bryson, Holly & Moxey 1992 Norman Bryson, Michael Ann Holly and Keith Moxey
eds. Visual Theory. Polity Press 1992. 

Buck-Morss 2000 Susan Buck-Morss Dreamworld and Catastrophe. MIT
Press 2000.

Bürger 1974 Peter Bürger Theorie der Avantgarde. Suhrkamp 1974. 
Buzhinska 2002 Irena Buzhinska, ed. Voldemar Matvei (Vladimir

Markov). Stat’i. Katalog rabot. Pis’ma [Articles. Cata-
logue of works. Correspondence]. “Neptutns” 2002. 

Byrne & Hilbert 1997 Alex Byrne & David R. Hilbert eds. Readings on Color.
Vol. 1: The Philosophy of Color. MIT Press 1997. 

Carlson 1993 Maria Carlson No Religion Higher than Truth. Prince-
ton University Press 1993. 

Cassirer 1964 E. Cassirer The Individual and Cosmos. New York 1964.
Chevreul 1839 M. E. Chevreul De la loi du contraste simultané des

couleurs. Paris 1839.
—— 1981 M. E. Chevreul The Principles of Harmony and Con-

trast of Colours and their Application to the Arts. (first
English edition 1854) New York 1981.

Chipp 1968 Herschel B. Chipp Theories of Modern Art. University
of California Press 1968.

Chung & Rodrigues 2002 Robert Chung & Allan Rodrigues AIC Color 01. The
9th Congress of the International Color association. SPIE
– The International Society for Optical Engeneering
2002.

Clark 1997 Katerina Clark “Socialist Realism with Shores: The
Conventions for the Positive Hero”, in Socialist Realism
Without Shores, in Lahusen & Dobrenko 1997 pp.
27–50.



383Select Bibliography

Conklin 1954 Harold C. Conklin The Relation of Hanunóo Culture to
the Plant World.Yale University Press 1954.

Cooke 1989 Catherine Cooke “Malevich: From Theory into Teach-
ing” in Malevich 1989 pp. 7–27.

Crary 1999 Jonathan Crary Suspensions of Perception. Attention,
Spectacle and Modern Culture. MIT Press 1999.

—— 1990 Jonathan Crary Techniques of the Observer. On Vision
and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century. MIT Press
1990.

Cytowic 1997 Richard E. Cytowic “Synaesthesia: Phenomenology
and Neuropsychology – a Review of Current Knowl-
edge” in Baron-Cohen & Harrison 1997a pp. 17–42. 

—— 1989 R. E. Cytowic Synesthesia. A Union of the Senses. New
York 1989.

Daniels 1993 Barry Daniels “Daguerre – Theatermaler, Dioramist,
Photograph” in Plessen 1993pp. 36–42.

Danius 1998 Sara Danius The Senses of Modernism. Technology, Per-
ception, and Modernist Aesthetics. Uppsala 1998. 

Danto 1992 Arthur Danto “Description of Phenomenology of Per-
ception” in Bryson, Holly & Moxey 1992 pp. 201–216.

Denisova 1967 L. Denisova ed. Iz istorii sovetskoi esteticheskoi mysli.
Moscow 1967.

Derefeld & Berggrund 1994 Gunilla Derefeldt & Ulf Berggrund Färg som informa-
tionsbärare. Försvarets Forskningsanstalt. Avd. för
Humanvetenskap. Stockholm 1994. 

Derefeldt 1991 G. Derefeldt “Colour Appearance Systems” in Gouras
1991a pp. 218–256. 

Delakroa-Nesmelova 1990 Valida E. Delakroa-Nesmelova “Vospominaniia o ped-
agogicheskoi deiatel’nosti professora M.V. Matiushina
1922–1926”, Panorama IskusstvNo. 13. Moscow 1990
pp. 215–223.

Dilthey 1957–1958 Gesammelte SchriftenV and VI Stuttgart 1957–1958.
Doerner 1994 Max Doerner Malmaterial und seine Verwendung im

Bilde. (first ed. 1921) Stuttgart 1994. 
Dorra 1994 Henri Dorra Symbolist Art Theories. A Critical Antholo-

gy. University of California Press 1994. 
Douglas 1988 C. Douglas “Beyond Reason: Malevich, Matiushin and

their Circles” in Weisberger 1988 pp. 185–199.
—— 1985 C. Douglas ed. Velimir Khlebnikov. The King of Time.

Harvard University Press 1985. 
—— 1984 C. Douglas “Evolution and the Biological Metaphor in

Modern Russian Art”, Art Journal, Summer 1984 pp.
153–161.

—— 1980 C. Douglas Swans of other Worlds. Kazimir Malevich
and the Origins of Abstraction in Russia. Ann Arbor
1980. 

—— 1973–74 C. Douglas “Colors without Objects”, The Structurist.
No. 13/14 Saskatoon1973–74 pp. 30–41.

Drucker 1994 Johanna Drucker Theorizing Modernism. Columbia
University Press 1994. 



384 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Düchting 1996 Hajo Düchting Farbe am Bauhaus. Berlin 1996. 
Eco 1985 Umberto Eco “How culture conditions the colours we

see” in On Signs. ed. Marshall Blonsky. John Hopkins
Univ. Press 1985 pp. 157–175.

Elena Guro 1994 Elena Guro. Poet i khudozhnik 1877–1913. A. Povelikhina
ed. Exhibition catalogue GMI, SPb 1994. 

Efimov 1973 Andrei Efimov “Formoobrazuiushchee deistvie
polikhromii i voprosy ego izucheniia v arkhitekturnoi
shkole” Non-published candidate dissertation.
MARKhI 1973.

Ender 1994 Zoia Ender “Vliianie Eleny Guro na eë sovremennikov
i na posleduiushchee pokolenie pisatelei i khudozh-
nikov”, Europa Orientalis 13:1, 1994 pp. 125–136.

—— 1991 Zoia Ender “Eksperimenty Borisa Endera v oblasti
zaumnogo stikhoslozheniia”, Zaumnyi futurizm i
dadaizm v russkoi kul’tury. Bern 1991.

Ender-Masetti 1988 Z. Ender-Masetti “Istoriia rukopisi neizdannogo
proizvedeniia Eleny Guro Bednyi rytsar’”, Elena Guro:
Selected Prose and Poetry, eds. Ljunggren, & Nilsson,
Stockholm Studies in Russian Literature 25, 1988 pp.
111–214.

Ender 1986 Z. Ender “Velimir Khlebnikov i Elena Guro”, V. Khleb-
nikov. Stikhi. Poemy. Proza. New York 1986.

Endicott Barnett 1992 Vivien Endicott Barnett “Der russische Beitrag zur
Biennale von Venedig 1924. Eine Rekonstruktion”, Die
Grosse Utopie 1992 pp. 163–172.

Epperlein 1997 Beate Epperlein Monochrome Malerei. Zur Unter-
schiedlichkeit des vermeintlich Ähnlichen. Verlag für
moderne Kunst. Nürnberg 1997.

Eriksson 1998 Yvonne Eriksson Tactile Pictures. Acta Universitatis
Gothoburgensis 1998

Ermolaev 1997 Herman Ermolaev Censorship in Soviet Literature
1917–1991. Rowman & Littlefield 1997.

Experiment 1997 Experiment. RAKhN. The Russian Academy of Artistic
Sciences. Nicoletta Misler ed. Institute of Modern Russ-
ian Culture. Los Angeles. Vol. 3. 1997.

Farrell 1962 B.A. Farrell “Experience”, The Philosophy of Mind, V.C.
Chappell ed. Prentice Hall 1962 pp. 23–49.

Fëdorov 1939 N. T. Fëdorov Obshchee Tsvetovedenie [General colour-
theory]. Moscow 1939.

—— 1935 N. T. Fëderov Kurs obshchego tsvetovedeniia. ONTI,
Glavnaia redaktsiia khimicheskoi literatury, NKTP
SSSR, Moscow 1935.

—— 1931 N. T. Fëdorov “Predislovie ko vtoromu izdaniiu” [Pref-
ace to the second edition] of Richter 1931 pp. 3–4.

—— 1927a N.T. Fëdorov “K teorii i praktike kolorimetrii”, Izvestiia
tekst. promyshl. i torgovli [on colorimetry in theory and
practice in News on textile industry and trade] 1927 no.
13–14.



385Select Bibliography

Fëdorov 1927b N. T. Fëdrorov “O vychisleniiu po spektram
pogloscheniia i otrazheniia sub’ektivnykh kharakteris-
tik tsveta”, Zhurnal prikladnoi fiziki [Spectral calcula-
tion on absorption and reflection of subjective colour
characteristics in Journal of applied physics] IV, 1927
pp. 19–32. 

Fitzpatrick 1992 Sheila Fitzpatrick The Cultural Front. Power and Cul-
ture in Revolutionary Russia. Cornell University Press
1992. 

—— 1970 Sheila Fitzpatrick The Commissariat of Enlightenment.
Soviet Organisation of education and the Arts under
Lunacharsky October 1917–1921. Cambridge University
Press 1970. 

Florenskii 1993 Pavel Florenskii Ikonostas. Izbrannye trudy po iskusstvu.
Mirfil SPb 1993.

Friche 1930 Vladimir Friche Sotsiologia iskusstva (first ed. 1926, sec-
ond ed. 1929) Moscow and Leningrad 1930. 

Fridell Anter 2000 Karin Fridell Anter What colour is the red house? Per-
ceived colour of painted facades. Doctoral dissertation.
Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) Stockholm
2000. 

Frith & Paulesu 1997 Christopher D. Frith & Eraldu Paulesu “The Physio-
logical Basis of Synaesthesia” in Baron-Cohen & Harri-
son 1997a pp. 123–148 

Futurism & Futurisms 1984 Pontus Hultén, ed. Thames and Hudson 1984.
Gage 2000 John Gage Colour and Meaning. Thames and Hudson

2000.
—— 1993 John Gage Colour and Culture. Practice and Meaning

from Antiquity to Abstraction. Thames and Hudson
1993. 

Galeev 1980 Bulat Galeev Poiushchaia raduga [The singing rain-
bow] Tatarskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo Kazan 1980. 

Galeyev & Vanechkina 2001 B.M. Galeyev & I. L. Vanechkina “Was Scriabin a
Synesthete”, Leonardo. MIT Press. Vol. 34. No. 4, 2001
pp. 357–361.

Gasparov 1996 Boris Gasparov “Development or Rebuilding: Views
of Academician T. D. Lysenko in teh Context of the late
Avant-Garde” in Bowlt & Matich, eds. 1996, pp.
133–150.

Gassner & Gillen 1979 H. Gassner & E. Gillen eds. Zwischen Revolutionskunst
und Sozialistischem Realismus. Dokumente und Kom-
mentare Kunstdebatten in der Sowjetunion von 1917 bis
1934. Köln 1979.

Gavel 1979 Jonas Gavel Colour. A Study of its Position in the Art
History of the Quattro and Cinquecento, Stockholm
1979.

Geertz 1975 Clifford Geertz The Interpretation of Cultures.
Hutchinson of London 1975.

Gibson 1966 James J. Gibson The Senses Considered as Perceptual Sys-
tems. Boston 1966.



386 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Gibson 1950 J.J. Gibson The Perception of the Visual World. Riverside
Press 1950. 

Glatzer Rosenthal 1986 Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal ed. Nietzsche in Russia.
Princeton 1986.

Gleizes & Metzinger 1912 Gleizes & Metzinger Du Cubisme. Figuriere Paris 1912.
Goethe 1991 Johann Wolfgang Goethe Zur Farbenlehre (1810).

Manfred Wenzel ed. Frankfurt am Main 1991. 
Goethe 2000 J.W. von Goethe Theory of Colours (first English ed.

1840) Introduction by D.B. Judd. MIT Press 2000.
Golding 1959 John Golding Cubism. A History and an Analysis

1907–1914. London 1959.
Goldsmith 1991 Timothy H. Goldsmith “The Evolution of Visual Pig-

ments and Colour Vision” in Gouras 1991a pp. 62–89.
Gombrich 1991 E. H. Gombrich Art and Illusion. (first ed. 1960)

Phaidon 1991. 
—— 1982 E. H. Gombrich The Image of the Eye. 1982
Gordon 1974 Donald E. Gordon Modern Art Exhibitions 1900–1916.

Prestel Munich 1974.
Gurianova 2002 Nina Gurianova Ol’ga Rozanova i rannii russkii avan-

gard. Gileia Moscow 2002.
Gouras 1991a Peter Gouras ed. The Perception of ColourMacmillan

Press Scientific and Medical. London 1991.
—— 1991b Peter Gouras “The History of Colour Vision” in

Gouras 1991a pp. 1–9. 
—— 1991c P. Gouras “Precortical Physiology of Colour Vision” in

Gouras 1991a pp. 163–178.
—— 1991d P. Gouras “Cortical Mechanisms of Colour Vision” in

Gouras 1991a pp. 179–197.
Gray 1986 Camilla Gray The Russian Experiment in Art 1863–1922.

Revised and enlarged edition. Thames and Hudson
1986.

Green-Armytage 1996 Paul Green-Armytage “Complementary Colours –
Description or Evaluation?”, Colour Report. F 50. Scan-
dinavian Colour Institute. 1996 pp. 205–209.

—— 1995a P. Green-Armytage “Contradictory Complementaries
and the Elastic Colour Circle”. Paper presented at the
5th Biennal Conference of the Colour Society of Aus-
tralia 1995 (unpublished).

—— 1995b P. Green-Armytage “Primary Confusion”, Aspects of
Colour, eds. Harald Arnkil & Esa Hämälainen. Univer-
sity of Art and Design UIAH, Helsinki 1995 pp.
191–200.

Die Grosse Utopie 1992 Die Grosse Utopie. Die russische Avantgarde 1915–1932.
Wolter & Schwenk eds. Exhibition catalogue. Schirn
Kunsthalle Frankfurt. Benteli Verlag Bern 1992.

Günther 1997 Hans Günther “Wise Father Stalin and His Family in
Soviet Cinema”, in Lahusen & Dobrenko 1997
pp.178–190.

Gutkin 1999 Irina Gutkin The Cultural Origins of the Socialist Realist
Aesthetic 1890–1934. Northwestern University Press 1999.



387Select Bibliography

Gutkin 1994 I. Gutkin “From Futurism to Socialist Realism” in
Paperno & Grossman 1994 pp. 167–196.

Hård, Sivik & Tonnquist 1996 Anders Hård, Lars Sivik & Gunnar Tonnquist “NCS,
Natural Color System – fromConcept to Research and
Applications, part I and II”, Colour Report F49, Scandi-
navian Colour Institute 1996, an offprint from Color
Research & Application, vol. 21, no. 3, June 1996.

Hård 1985 Anders Hård “Är komplementärfärger mer olika än
andra färgpar?” [Are complementary colours more dif-
ferent than other colour pairs?] Colour Report F31.
Scandinavian Colour Institute 1985 pp. 7–18.

Hardin 1988 C.L. Hardin Color for Philosophers. Indianapolis/Cam-
bridge 1988.

Harrison & Wood 1994 Charles Harrison & Paul Wood, eds. Art in Theory
1900–1990. Blackwell 1994.

Hegel 1979 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel Werke 3. Phänomenolo-
gie des Geistes. Suhrkamp Frankfurt a. M. 1979

Heller 1997 Leonid Heller “A World of Prettiness: Socialist Realism
and Its Aesthetic Categories”, in Lahusen & Dobrenko
1997 pp. 27–50.

Helmholtz 1924–1925 Hermann von Helmholtz Physiological Optics Vols.
I–III. First German ed. 1866. Third ed. 1910 was used
for the English translation) The Optical Society of
America 1924–1925.

Henderson 1995 Linda Darlyle Henderson “Die moderne Kunst und
das Unsichtbare”, Okkultismus und Avantgarde. Von
Munch bis Mondrian 1900–1915. Frankfurt 1995 pp.
13–31.

—— 1988 L.D. Henderson “X-Rays and the Quest for Invisible
Reality in the Art of Kupka, Duchamp and the
Cubists”,  Art JournalVol. 47, 1988 pp. 323–340.

—— 1983 L.D. Henderson The Fourth Dimension and Non-
Euclidian Geometry in Modern Art. Princeton Universi-
ty Press 1983.

—— 1975/76 L.D. Henderson “The Merging of Time and Space:
‘The Fourth Dimension in Russia from Ouspensky to
Malevich”, The Structurist, Saskatoon No. 15/16 1975/76
pp. 97–108.

Hering 1964 Ewald Hering Outlines of a theory of the light sense
(translation L.M. Hurvich and D. Jameson). Harvard
University Press 1964.

—— 1875 Ewald Hering “Zur Lehre vom Lichtsinne VI.
Grundzüge einer Theorie des Farbensehens”, Sitzungs-
bericht Akad. Wiss Wien. Mathem.-Natur-wiss., Cl. 70,
No. 3, 1875 pp. 169–204.

Hess 1993 Walter Hess Das Problem der Farbe in den Selbstzeug-
nissen der Maler von Cezanne bis Mondrian. (first ed.
1953). Mäander München 1993.

Hinton 1906 C. H. Hinton The Fourth Dimension. (first ed. 1904)
London 1906.



388 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Hinton 1900 C. H. Hinton A New Era of Thought. (first ed. 1888)
London 1900. 

Homer 1964 William I. Homer Seurat and the Science of Painting.
MIT Press 1964.

Howard 1992 Jeremy C. Howard The Union of Youth. Manchester
University Press 1992. 

Hurvich 1981 L.M. Hurvich Color Vision. Sunderland, Massachus-
setts 1981. 

In’shakov 1999 Aleksandr In’shakov “Luchizm v russkoi zhivopisi i
mirovoi avangarde. Mifologiia sveta v novom
iskusstve”, Iskusstvoznaniie 2/99 Moscow pp. 354–371. 

The Isms 1977 The Isms of Art in Russia 1907–30. Exhibition catalogue
galerie gmurzynska. Cologne 1977.

Itten 1960 Johannes Itten Kunst der Farbe. Ravensburg 1960
(Gekürzte Studienausgabe 1970) 

Jacard 1995 Jean-Philipp Jacard Daniil Kharms i konets russkogo
avangarda. SPb 1995. 

Jangfeldt 1992 Bengt Jangfeldt ed. Jakobson – budetlianin. Sbornik
materialov. Stockholm 1992.

Jay 1994 Martin Jay Downcast Eyes. The Denigration of Vision in
Twentieth-Century French Thought. University of Cali-
fornia Press. 1994. 

Joravsky 1989 David Joravsky Russian Psychology. A Critical History
Cambridge Massachusetts 1989.

—— 1970 D. Joravsky The Lysenko Affair. Harvard University
Press 1970. 

—— 1961 D. Joravsky Soviet Marxism and Natural Science
1917–1932. Columbia University Press 1961.

Kaiser & Boynton 1996 Peter K. Kaiser & Robert M. Boynton Human Color
Vision. Optical Society of America 1996.

Kahl 1971 Russell Kahl ed. Selected Writings of Hermann von
Helmholtz. Wesleyan University Press 1971. 

Kaku 1994 Michio Kaku Hyperspace. Ancor Books Doubleday
1994.

Kandinsky 1963 Wassily Kandinsky Punkt und Linie zur Fläche (first ed.
1926) Bern 1963. 

—— 1952 W. Kandinsky Über das Geistige in der Kunst (first ed.
1911) Bern 1952.

Kant 1956 Immanuel Kant Werke in sechs Bänden. Kritik der
reinen Vernunft. Bd. 2. Wiesbaden 1956–1964.

Kapeliush 1976 B. N. Kapeliush “Arkhivy M.V. Matiushina i E.G.
Guro”, Ezhegodnik rukopisnogo otdela Pushkinskogo
doma na 1974 god. Leningrad 1976 pp. 3–24.

Karasik 1998a Irina Karasik (Karassik) ed. Muzei v Muzee. Russian
Museum SPb. Palace Editions 1998. 

—— 1998b I. Karasik “Petrogradskii Muzei khudozhestvennoi
kul’tury” in Karasik 1998a pp. 9–36. 

—— 1995 I. Karasik “Mansurov v GINKhUKe” in Kiblitskii 1995
pp. 26–36. 



389Select Bibliography

Karassik 1991 I. Karasik “Das Institut für Künstlerische Kultur
(GINKhUK)”, Matjuschin 1991 pp. 40–59.

Katz 1935 David Katz The World of Colour. London 1935. 
—— 1911 D. Katz Die Erscheinungsweisen der Farben und ihre

Beeinflussung durch die individuelle Erfahrung. Leipzig
1911.

Kemp 1990 Martin Kemp The Science of Art. Optical Themes in
Western Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat. Yale University
Press 1990.

Kenez 1999 Peter Kenez A History of the Soviet Union from the
Beginning to the End. Cambridge University Press
1999.

Khan-Magomedov 1995a S. O. Khan-Magomedov VKhUTEMAS. I. Lad’dia
Moscow 1995. 

—— 1995b S. O. Khan-Magomedov Pionery sovetskogo dizaina.
Galart Moscow 1995.

Khardzhiev 1976 Nikolai Khardzhiev ed. K istorii russkogo avangarda.
Hylea Stockholm 1976.

Khazanova 1980 V. E. Khazanova Sovetskaia arkhitektura pervoi piatilet-
ki. Moscow 1980.

Khudozhniki 1996 Khudozhniki shkoly M.V. Matiushina iz sobraniia N.
Nesmelova g. S.-Peterburg. Katalog vystavki [Artists of
the Matiushin school from the Nesmelov collection.
SPb. Exh. catalogue] Kirov 1996. 

Kiblitskii 1995 Iosif Kiblitskii ed. Mansurov i petrogradskii avangard.
SPb 1995. 

Koffka 1935 Kurt Koffka Principles of Gestalt Psychology. London,
New York 1935.

Kostroma 1999 Alexei Kostroma “Reconstruction of Mikhail
Matyushin’s Performance ‘The Birt of Light, Colour
and Volume’”, Organica 1999 pp. 79–81.

Kostrov 1990 N. I. Kostrov “M.V. Matiushin i ego ucheniki”, Panora-
ma IskusstvNo. 13 Moscow 1990 pp. 190–214.

Kowtun 1996 E. Kowtun “Kasimir Malewitsch: Das GINChUK und
die Reise nach Berlin” in Weiss 1996a pp. 33–37.

—— 1983 E. Kowtun “Sieg über die Sonne’ Materialien” in
Bauermeister & Hertling 1983.

—— 1976 E. F. Kovtun “K.S. Malevich pis’ma k M.V. Matiush-
inu” Ezhegodnik rukopisnogo otdela Pushkinskogo doma
na 1974 god. (publication) Leningrad 1976 pp. 177–195. 

—— 1974 E. Kovtun “The Beginning of Suprematism”, From
Surface to Space. Russia 1916–24. galerie gmurzynska,
Cologne 1974. 

—— 1970 Evgenii Kovtun “Malevich and his Creative Path”,
Malevich 1970. 

Krauss 1992 Rosalind Krauss “Using Language to do Business as
Usual” in Bryson, Holly & Moxey 1992 pp. 79–95.

Kravkov 1932 Sergei V. Kravkov Rukovodstvo k prakticheskim zaniati-
iam po tsvetovedeni. Gosudarstvennoe tekhniko-teo-
reticheskoe izdatel’stvo, Moscow 1932. 



390 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Kravkov 1929 S. V. Kravkov “Tsvetovedenie V. Ostwal’d”, Sovremen-
naia ArkhitekturaNo. 2, 1929 pp. 88–89.

—— 1926 S. V. Kravkov “Predislovie Ostval’d”, Tsvetovedenie.
Promizdat’ Moscow and Leningrad 1926 pp. 5–14.

—— 1923 S. V. Kravkov “Uchenie o tsvetakh V. Ostval’da”, Zhur-
nal Psikhologii, Nevrologii i Psikhiatrii, Vol. III, 1923.

Krementsev 1997 Nikolai Krementsev Stalinist Science. Princeton Uni-
versity Press. 1997

Kries 1923 Johannes von Kries Allgemeine Sinnesphysiologie.
Leipzig 1923.

—— 1905 J. von Kries “Die Gesichtsempfindungen”, Handbuch
der Physiologie des Menschen, ed. W. Nagel, Braun-
schweig 1905 pp. 168–204.

Kruchënykh 1913 Alexei Kruchënykh Pobeda nad sol’nstem [Victory over
the Sun] SPb 1913.

Kuehni 1997 Rolf G. Kuehni Color. An Introduction to Practice and
Principles. John Wiley & Sons 1997.

Kul’bin 1910 Nikolai Kul’bin Studiia Impressionistov. SPb. 1910.
Lahusen & Dobrenko 1997 Thomas Lahusen & Evgeny Dobrenko eds. Socialist

Realism Without Shores.Duke University Press 1997.
Lahusen 1997 Thomas Lahusen “Socialist Realism in Search of its

Shores: Some Historical Remarks on the ‘Historically
Open Aesthetic System of the Truthful Representation
of Life’” in Lahusen & Dobrenko 1997 pp. 5–26.

Lankheit 1984 Klaus Lankheit Dokumentarische Neuausgabe von W.
Kandinsky & F. Marc Der Blaue Reiter 1912 Piper
München Zürich 1984.

Lazarev 1950–57 P. P. Lazarev SochineniiaVols. 1–3. Moscow –
Leningrad 1950–57.

—— 1923a P. P. Lazarev Ionnaia teoriia vozbuzhdeniiaMoscow,
Petrograd 1923.

—— 1923b P. P. Lazarev “Die Ionentheorie der Reizung”, Abhand-
lungen und Monographien aus dem Gebiete der Biologie
und Medizin, Vol. 3, Bern, Leipzig 1923.

Leadbeater 1920 C. W. Leadbeater Man Visible and Invisible (first ed.
1902). London 1920.

Lenning 1936 E. Lenning Färgernas system och harmoni. En handled-
ning för envar enligt Ostwalds färglära. Stockholm
1936.

Lenin 1920 V. I. Lenin “On Proletarian Culture” (1920) reprinted
in Art in Theory 1900–1990, eds. Harrison & Wood
Blackwell 1994 pp. 383–384.

Lindsay & Vergo 1982 K. Lindsay & P. Vergo eds. Kandinsky. Complete Writ-
ings on ArtVols. I and II. Boston and London 1982.

Livingstone 2002 Margaret Livingstone Vision and Art. The Biology of
Seeing. Harry N. Abrams, Inc. New York 2002.

Livingstone & Hubel 1988 Margarete Livingstone & David H. Hubel “Do the rel-
ative mapping densities of the magno- and parvocellu-
lar systems vary with eccentricity?”, The Journal of
Neuroscience 8, 1988 pp. 4334–4337.



391Select Bibliography

Livingstone & Hubel 1987 M.S. Livingstone & D.H.Hubel “Psychophysical Evi-
dence for Separate Channels for the Perception of
Form, Color, Movement, and Depth”, The Journal of
Neuroscience, November 7 (11) 1987 pp. 3416–3468.

Livshits 1933 Benedikt Livshits Polutoraglazyi strelets. Leningrad
1933.

Ljunggren 1982 Magnus Ljunggren The Dream of Rebirth: A Study of
Andrej Belyj’s Novel Peterburg. Stockholm 1982.

Lodyzhenskii 1912 M. Lodyzhenskii Sverkhsoznanie i puti k ego dostizheni-
iu. Indusskaia Radzha-Ioga i Khristianskoe Podvizh-
nichestvo. Opyt izsledovaniia. (first ed. 1911) SPb 1912.

Lodder 1987 Christina Lodder Russian Constructivism. Yale Univer-
sity Press 1987.

Loers 1991 Veit Loers “Raum der Gegenwart”, Moholy-Nagy. Exhi-
bition catalogue. Museum Fridericianum Kassel 1991
pp. 37–53.

Macadam 1970 David L. ed. Macadam Sources of Color Science. MIT
Press 1970.

Malcolm 1962 Norman Malcolm “Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Inves-
tigations”, The Philosophy of Mind, V.C. Chappell ed.
Prentice Hall 1962 pp. 74–101.

Malevitsch 1989 Kasimir Malevitsch Suprematismus. Die gegenstandslose
Welt. ed. Werner Haftmann. First ed. 1962. Cologne
1989.

Malevich 1989 Malevich. An Art & Design Profile 15. Catherine Cooke,
ed. London 1989.

—— 1988 Kazimir Malevich 1878–1935. Exh. cat. Russian Museum
Leningrad, Tretiakov Gallery Moscow, Stedelijk Ams-
terdam 1988.

—— 1970 Malevich. Catalogue raisonné of the Berlin Exhibition
1927.Troels Andersen ed. Reprint Stedelijk Museum.
Amsterdam 1970.

Malevich 1915 Kazimir Malevich From Cubism to Suprematism.
Painterly Realism. Petrograd 1915.

Manovich 2001 Lev Manovich The Language of New Media. MIT
Press. 2001.

March 1996 Robert H. March Physics for Poets. New York 1996.
Markov 1968 Vladimir Markov Russian Futurism. A History. Uni-

versity of California Press 1968.
Masing-Delic 1996 Irene Masing-Delic “The Transfiguration of Cannibals:

Fedorov and the Avant-Garde”, in Bowlt & Matich eds.
1996 pp. 17–36.

Matjuschin 1991 Matjuschin und die Leningrader Avantgarde. Heinrich
Klotz ed. Zentrum für Kunst und Medientechnologie
Karlsruhe. Oktogon Stuttgart-München 1991.

Matiushina 1973 O. Matiushina “Prizvanie” [Vocation], ZvezdaNo. 4.
Leningrad April 1973. pp. 164–179.

Matsa 1967 Ivan Matsa “Sovetskaia esteticheskaia mysl’ v 20-e
gody” in Denisova 1967 pp. 18–59.



392 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Matsa 1933 I. Matsa Sovetskoe iskusstvo za 15 let. Materialy i doku-
mentatsiia, Moscow. Leningrad 1933.

Maund 1995 Barry Maund Colours. Their nature and representation.
Cambridge University Press 1995.

Medvedev 1979 Zhores A. Medvedev Soviet Science. Oxford U.P. 1979.
Mironova 1984 Lenina Mironova Tsvetovedenie. Moscow 1984.
Misler 1997 Nicoletta Misler “A Citadel of Idealism: RAKhN as a

Soviet Anomaly”, Experiment 1997. pp. 14–30.
Misler & Bowlt 1984 Nicoletta Misler & John E. Bowlt eds. Pavel Filonov: A

Hero and his Fate. Silvergirl Inc. Austin, Texas 1984.
Morozov i Shchukin 1993 Morozov i Shchukin – russkie kollektsionery. Museum

Folkwang Essen 1993.
Nakov 1978 Andreï Nakov “Malevich 1878–1978”, Actes du colloque

1978.
Nesmelov 1999 Nikita Nesmelov “Valida Delakroa. Zhizn’ i tvorchest-

vo”, Zvuchashchii tsvet. Khudozhnik Valida Delakroa
1899–1972. Exh. cat. Anna Akhmatova’s Museum. SPb.

Normann, Perlman & Hallett 1991 Normann, Perlman & Hallett “Cone Photoreceptor
Physiology and Cone Contributions to Color Vision”
in Gouras 1991a pp. 146–162.

Nyberg 1934 N.D. Nyberg “Tsvet”, BSE 1934 pp. 314–321.
—— 1932 N. D. Nyberg Kurs tsvetovedeniia. Moscow Leningrad

1932.
—— 1931 N. D. Nyberg “Garmoniia tsvetov” in Richter 1931 pp.

122–127
—— 1927 N. D. Nyberg “Estetika tsveta” in Richter 1927 pp.

128–135.
Oetterman 1995 Stephan Oetterman “Das Panorama – Ein Massen-

medium”, Sehsucht 1995 pp.72–83.
Organika 2001 Organika. Novaia mera vospriiatiia prirody khudozh-

nikami russkogo avangarda 20 veka. Alla Povelikhina ed.
SPb 2001.

—— 2000 Organika. Bespredmetnyi mir Prirody v russkom avan-
garde XX veka. A. Povelikhina ed. Moscow 2000.

Organica 1999 Organica. The Non-Objective World of Nature in the
Russian Avant-Garde of the 20th Century. A. Povelikhi-
na ed. Exh. cat. galerie gmurzynska. Cologne 1999.

Ostwald 1931 & 1933 W. Ostwald Colour ScienceVols. I–II. London 1931 and
1933.

Ostval’d 1926 V. Ostval’d Tsvetovedenie. Moscow Leningrad 1926.
Ostwald 1923 W. Ostwald Farbkunde. Leipzig 1923.
—— 1916 W. Ostwald Farbenfiebel Leipzig 1916.
Ouspensky 1992 Leonid Ouspensky Theology of the Icon, Vols. I–II. New

York 1992.
Ouspensky 1987 (see also Uspenskii) P. D. Ouspensky In the Search of

the Miraculous. Fragments of an Unknown Teaching.
(first ed. 1949) Arkana London New York 1987.

Panofsky 1991 Erwin Panofsky Perspective as Symbolic Form (German
original Die Perspektive als symbolische Form published
in 1925). New York 1991.



393Select Bibliography

Paperno & Grossman 1994 Irina Paperno & Joan Delaney Grossman eds. Creating
Life. The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian Modernism. Stan-
ford University Press 1994. 

Papernyi 1985 Vladimir Papernyi Kul’tura “Dva”. Ardis, Ann Arbor
1985. 

Paris–Moscou 1900–1930 P. Hultén & A. Khaltourine eds. Exh. cat. Centre Pom-
pidou Paris 1979.

Parton 1995 Anthony Parton 1995 “Avantgarde und mystische Tradi-
tion in Russland 1900–1915”, Okkultismus und Avant-
garde. Frankfurt 1995 pp. 193–215.

Payne 1968 T.R. Payne S.L. Rubinstejn and the Philosophical Foun-
dations of Soviet Psychology. Dordrecht-Holland 1968.

Petrov 1991 Vsevolod Petrov The World of Art Movement. Aurora,
Leningrad 1991.

Philokalia 1979–1995 The Philokalia. The Complete Text. Eds. and translators
Palmer & Sherrard & Ware. Faber and faber 1979–1995.

Poliakov 1986 M. Ia . Poliakov “Velimir Khlebnikov. Mirovozzrenie i
poetika”, Velimir Khlebnikov. Tvoreniia. Moscow 1986
pp. 5–35.

Poling 1982 Clark Vandersall Poling Jr. Kandinsky-Unterricht am
Bauhaus, Weingarten 1982.

—— 1973 Clark Vandersall Poling Jr. “Color Theories of the
Bauhaus Artists” Non-published PhD. Fine Arts
Columbia University New York 1973.

Pospelov 1990 G.G. Pospelov Bubnovyi Valet. Primitiv i fol’klor v
moskovskoi zhivopisi 1910x godov. Moscow 1990.

Povelikhina 2000 Alla Povelikhina “Antropologizm Matiushins: sistema
“ZOR–VED” pri vospriiatii natury”, Organika 2000
pp. 43–49.

Povelikhina & Kovtun 1991c Russian Painted Shop Signs and Avant-Garde Artists.
Leningrad 1991.

Povelikhina 1990 A. Povelikhina. Footnotes to Kostrov 1990 (author not
indicated) pp. 202–214.

—— 1975/76 Povelikhina “Matyushin’s Spatial System”, The Struc-
turist. Saskatoon Vol. 15/16 1975/76 pp. 64–71.

Pratt 1996 Sarah Pratt 1996 “The Profane made Sacred” in Bowlt
& Matich 1996 pp. 174–189.

Purkinje 1825 Purkinje Neue Beiträge zur Kenntnis des Sehens in sub-
jektiver Hinsicht Berlin 1825.

Raev 2000 Ada Raev “Eine ‘zweistellige Formel’ des russischen
Neoprimitivismus. Natalija Goncarova und Michail
Larionov”, Liebe Macht Kunst. Künstlerpaare im 20.
Jahrhundert. Köln, Weimar, Wien 2000, pp. 159–191.

Rakitin 1992 Wassilij Rakitin “Hantwerker und Prophet. Tatlin und
Malewitsch. Marginalien zu zwei Künstlerbiogra-
phien”, Die Grosse Utopie 1992 pp. 18–32.

Rakitin & Rakitin 1991 Jelena & Wassilij Rakitin “Als Künstler sind Sie kein so
versierter Praktiker wie wir”, Matjuschin 1991 pp. 59–63.

Rakitin 1970 V. Rakitin “Vkhutemas. Traditsii i eksperimenty…”,
TvorchestvoNo. 12 Moscow 1970 pp. 7–8.



394 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Reuterswärd 1952 Oscar Reuterswärd Impressionisterna inför publik och
kritik. Akademisk avhandling. Stockholm 1952. 

Richter 1931 Leopold Richter 1931 Osnovy ucheniia o tsvetakh (sec-
ond ed.) Gosudarstvennoe nauchno-tekhnicheskoe
izdatel’stvo Moscow-Leningrad 1931.

—— 1927 L. Richter Osnovy ucheniia o tsvetakh, dlia khudozhnikov
i deiatelei khudozhestvennoi promyshlennosti (transl. and
additions N.T. Fedorov from the German Die Farbe als
wissenschaftliche und künstlerische Probleme, Vienna
1923) Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo Moscow-Lenin -
grad 1927.

Riegl 1973 Alois Riegl Die Spätrömische Kunstindustrie. Darm-
stadt 1973.

Ringbom 1970 Sixten Ringbom The Sounding CosmosÅbo Finland
1970.

Rodnyj & Solowjew 1977 N. Rodnyj & Ju. Solowjew Wilhelm Ostwald. Leipzig
1977.

Rodnyi & Solov’ev 1969 N. I. Rodnyi & Iu. I. Solov’ev Vil’gel’m Ostval’d.
Moscow 1969.

Rood 1973 Ogden N. Rood Modern Chromatics (first ed. 1879)
Van Nostrand Reinhold Company. New York 1973.

Roque 1997 Georges Roque Art et Science de la Couleur. Chevreul et
les peintres de Delacroix à l‘abstraction. Nimes 1997.

Rosenblum 1988 Robert Rosenblum Modern Painting and the Northern
Romantic Tradition: Friedrich to Rothko. Thames and
Hudson 1988.

Rudenstine 1981 Angelica Rudenstine ed. Russian Avant-Garde.The
George Costakis Collection.  Thames and Hudson 1981.

Rudnitsky 1988 Konstantin Rudnitsky Russian & Soviet Theatre. Tradi-
tion & the Avant-Garde. Thames and Hudson 1988.

Rubtsov 1913 A. A. Rubtsov Zavety Tsionglinskogo SPb 1913.
Russkii Kubo-futurizm 2002 Russkii Kubo-futurizm, ed. G. Kovalenko. SPb 2002.
Sakwa 1999 Richard Sakwa The Rise and Fall of the Soviet Union

1917–1991. Routledge 1999.
Sällström 2001 Pehr Sällström “Vad är färg?”, Med färg i blicken.

Swedish Natural Science Research Council – NFR. Year-
book 2001 pp. 19–30.

Sarabianov & Shatskikh 1993 Dmitri V. Sarabianov & A. Shatskikh eds. Kazimir
Malevich. Zhivopis’. Teoriia. Moscow 1993.

Sarabjanov 1991 D. Sarabjanov “Fauvismus-Expressionismus-Neoprim-
itivismus”, Westkunst-Ostkunst. Absonderung oder Inte-
gration, Thomas Strauss ed. Munich 1991 pp. 45–57.

Sarabianov & Adaskina 1990 D. Sarabianov & Natalia Adaskina Liubov Popova. Lon-
don 1990.

Sarabianov 1990 Dmitri Sarabianov Russian Art. From Neoclassicism to
the Avant-Garde. Thames and Hudson 1990.

Schädlich 1980 Christian Schädlich “Wchutemas 1920–1930. Die
Moskauer Höheren künstlerisch-technischen Werkstät-
ten”, Architektur der DDR. Berlin 1980 pp. 680–688.



395Select Bibliography

Schlemmer 1990 Oskar Schlemmer Idealist der Form. Briefe, Tagebücher,
Schriften. Leipzig 1990. 

Schwarz 1999 Andreas Schwarz Die Lehren von der Farbenharmonie
Göttingen Zürich 1999.

Shadowa seeZhadova. 
Shkola organicheskogo iskusstva 1999 Shkola organicheskogo iskusstva v russkom modernizme.

Studia Slavica Finlandensia. Tomus XVI/1–2. Basch -
makoff, Kushlina & Loshchilov eds. Helsinki 1999. 

Segantini 1999 B. Stutzer & R. Wäspe eds. Exh. cat. Segantini Stiftung
St. Moritz 1999.

Sehsucht 1993 Sehsucht. Das Panorama als Massenunterhaltung des 19.
Jahrhunderts. Marie-Louise von Plessen ed. Exh. cat.
Bonn 1993.

Sehsucht 1995 Sehsucht. Über die Veränderung der visuellen Wahr -
nehmung. Schriftenreihe Forum. Band 4. Steidl Verlag
Göttingen 1995.

Silvestrini, Fischer & Stromer 1998 Farbsysteme in Kunst und Wissenschaft. DuMont 1998. 
Smith 1987 Ray Smith The Artist’s Handbook. London 1987.
Soiuz molodëzhi 1912–1913 Nos. 1–3, SPb 1912–1913. 
Solov’ëv 1988 Vladimir Solov’ëv Sochineniia v dvukh tomakh. Vol. II.

Moscow 1988. 
Spengler 1993 Oswald Spengler Der Untergang des Abendlandes.

Umrisse einer Morphologie der Weltgeschichte. (first ed.
vol. I, 1918, vol. II, 1923) dtv Munich 1993.

Spiller 1981 Jürg Spiller ed. Paul Klee. Das bildnerische Denken.
Basel 1981.

Stalin 1947 Iosif Stalin Voprosy leninizma. 11th ed. OGIZ Moscow
1947. 

Starr 1978 Frederick S. Starr “Visionary Town Planning during
the Cultural Revolution”, Cultural Revolution in Russia
1928–1931, ed. Sheila Fitzpatrick. Indiana University
Press 1978 pp. 206–302. 

Steiner 1988 Rudolf Steiner Preface to Goethe Farbenlehre in Natur-
wissenschaftlichen Schriften Bd. 35–36 (1883–1887)
fourth ed. Bd. 1–5. Stuttgart 1988. Bd. 1 pp. 15–41.

Stepanova 1994 Varvara Stepanova Chelovek ne mozhet zhit’ bez chuda.
Moscow 1994. 

Stites 1989 Richard Stites Revolutionary Dreams. Utopian Vision
and Experimental Life in the Russian Revolution.
Oxford University Press 1989. 

Stromer 1997 Klaus Stromer ed. Runges Farben heute. Regenbogen
Verlag 1997. 

Summers 1992 David Summers “Real Metaphor: Towards a redefini-
tion of teh ‘Concepual Image’” in Bryson, Holly &
Moxey eds. 1992 pp. 231–260.

From Surface 1974 From Surface to Space.Russia 1916–24. Exh. cat. galerie
gmurzynska. Cologne 1974. 

Swami Vivekananda 1962 Swami Vivekananda The Complete Works of Swami
Vivekananda. Mayavati Memorial Edition, 11th ed.
(first ed. 1907). Vols. I–VIII Calcutta 1962. 



396 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Swami Vivekananda 1906 Swami Vivekananda Filosofiia ioga: Lektsii o radzha
ioge, so vkliucheniem aforizmom sutr Patandzhali. Sos-
nitsa 1906. 

Teplov 1928 B. Teplov “Zadachi i metody raboty v oblasti izyskaniia
zaschitnykh tsvetov”, Voina i tekhnika [Problems and
methods in research on protective colouring in War
and technology] 1928 No. 8–9.

Thurner 1999 Stephan Thurner “Plus Lucis—Was ist Licht?—Plus
Lucis”, Licht + Visuelle Texte, Forum Konkrete Kunst
Erfurt 1999 pp. 68–71.

Tillberg 2002 Margareta Tillberg “The Russian Avant-Garde and
Colour as Worldview” in Chung & Rodrigues 2002 pp.
41–43.

—— 2001 M. Tillberg “Farbforschung in der russischen Avant-
garde der 20er und 30er Jahre”, Visuelle Sprache –
Jahrbuch der Fakultät GestaltungHeft 1 Oktober. Uni-
versitätsverlag Weimar 2001 pp. 71–82.

—— 1998a M. Tillberg “The Colour Theory of Mikhail Matiushin.
Soviet Russia 1932” (proceedings), Colour between Art
and Science Oslo International Colour Conference. Oslo
Norway 1998 pp. 172–174.

—— 1998b M. Tillberg “Simultaneous Vision of the Opponent
Colours Red and Green based on Matiushin’s Colour
Theory 1932” (poster presentation), Colour between Art
and Science. Oslo International Colour Conference. Oslo
1998.

—— 1998c M. Tillberg “2 Stenberg 2; Constructivists and Design-
ers for the Revolutionary Mass Stagings at the Red
Square”, Konsthistorisk tidskrift, Scandinavian Universi-
ty Press LXVII, No. 3, 1998 pp. 175–188.

—— 1996 M. Tillberg “Colour as Illusion – a Controversial Issue
during the Stalin Soviet Era” (proceedings), Colour
Report. F 50. Colour and Psychology. From AIC Interim
Meeting 1996 in Gothenburg ed. Lars Sivik. 1996 pp.
201–204.

—— 1993a M. Tillberg “Léon Bakst, the World of Art Movement,
and a Nordic Tradition”, Léon Bakst and the Triumph of
Sensualism, ed. Erik Näslund. Dance Museum, Stock-
holm 1993 pp. 115–118.

—— 1993b Tillberg “Alexandra Exter: artist for the Stage” Teater i
Revolutionen – det ryska avantgardet på scenen. Ed. Erik
Näslund. Dance Museum, Stockholm 1993 pp. 117–127.

—— 1992a M. Tillberg “Matiusjins färglära. En jämförelse med
Johannes Itten och Josef Albers” [Matiushin’s colour
theory. A comparison with Itten and Albers] in
Swedish Diploma work, Department of Art History,
University of Stockholm 1992.



397Select Bibliography

Tillberg 1992b M. Tillberg “Elena Guro och Norden” [Elena Guro in
a Northern European context] in Swedish. Diploma
work, Department of Art History, University of Stock-
holm 1992.

Tonnquist 1995 G. Tonnquist Färgsystemanalys. Stockholm 1995.
Troe 1913 Troe SPb 1913.
Trotsky 1968 Leon Trotsky Literature & RevolutionThe University

of Michigan Press 1968 (Russian ed. 1925).
Trubetskoi 1973 Evgenii Trubetskoi “A World View in Painting”, Icons:

Theology of Color. New York 1973.
Tuchman 1988 The Spiritual in Abstract Art and Painting 1890–1985.

Abbeville Publishers 1988.
Umanskij 1920 Konstantin Umanskij Neue Kunst in Russland. Pots-

dam, München 1920.
Uspenskii 1992 Pëtr Demianovich Uspenskii (see also Ouspensky) Ter-

tium Organum. Kliuch k zagadkam mira (first ed. 1911)
Reprint. Andreev i synov’ia. SPb 1992.

—— 1909 P. D. Uspenskii Chetvertoe izmerenie. Opyt issledovaniia
oblasti neizmerimogo. SPb 1909.

Valberg 2001 Arne Valberg “Unique hues: an old problem for a new
generation”, Vision Research 41, 2001 pp. 1645–1657.

—— 1998 Arne Valberg “The Enigma of Unique Hues. On
Colour Perception and Neurophysiology”, Colour
between Art and Science. Oslo 1998. pp. 108–116.

Valberg & Lee 1993 A. Valberg & Barry Lee “Primate Visual Pathways”,
Report Series Department of Physics, University of Oslo
1993 pp. 93–105.

Vasil’ev 1998 Alexandr Vasil’ev Krasota v izgnanii. Slovo Moscow
1998.

Velikaia utopiia 1993 Velikaia utopiia. Russkii i sovetskii avangard 1915–1932.
Sarabianov, Sorvina & Bobko eds. Bern Moscow 1993.

Vischer 1873 Robert Vischer Über das optische Formgefühl: Ein
Beitrag zur Aesthetik. Leipzig 1873.

Vucinich 1970 Alexander Vucinich Science in Russian Culture
1961–1917. Stanford University Press 1970.

Weber 1993 Bruno Weber “La nature à coup d’oeil. Wie der
panoramatische Blick antizipieert worden ist”, Sehsucht
1993 pp. 20–27.

Weiss 1996a Evelyn Weiss ed. Kasimir Malewitsch. Werk und
Wirkung. Köln 1996.

—— 1996b E. Weiss “Malewitsch und Deutschland – eine schick-
salhafte Reise” in Weiss 1996a pp. 7–13.

Wierzbicka 1990 Anna Wierzbicka “The meaning of Color Terms:
Semantics, Culture, and Cognition”, Cognitive Linguis-
ticsNo. 1. 1990 pp. 99–134.

Whittaker 1951 Edmund Whittaker History of the Theories of the Aether
and Electricity. (first ed. 1910) Philosophical Library
New York 1951.

—— 1949 E. Whittaker From Euclid to Eddington. Cambridge
University Press 1949.



398 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

Wick 1982 Rainer Wick Bauhaus-Pädagogik. DuMont Köln 1982.
Wilson & Brocklebank 1955 M.H. Wilson & R.W. Brockleband “Complementary

Hues of After-Images”, Journal of the Optical Society of
America. Vol. 45, No. 4, April 1955 pp. 293–299.

Witt 2000 Susanna Witt Creating Creation. Readings of Pasternaks
Doktor Zivago. Stockholm Studies in Russian Litera-
ture 33, 2000.

Wittgenstein 1997 Ludwig Wittgenstein Bemerkungen über die Farben.
Werkausgabe Vol. 8. (first ed. 1950) Suhrkamp 1997.

Wölfflin 1991 Heinrich Wölfflin Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe.
Das Problem der Stilentwicklung in der neueren Kunst.
(first ed. 1915) Basel 1991.

—— 1994 Genrikh Vel’flin Osnovnye poniatiia istorii iskusstv. Prob-
lema evoliutsiia stilia v novom iskusstve. (first ed. 1930)
Mifril SPb 1994.

Wünsche 1999 Isabel Wünsche “M.V. Matiushin’s Organic Culture:
Harmonious Development in Nature and Man”, Shkola
organicheskogo iskusstva 1999 pp. 50–64.

—— 1997 I. Wünsche “Das Kunstkonzept der Organischen Kul-
tur in der Kunst der russischen Avantgarde.” Disserta-
tion Heidelberg Universität 1997 (unpublished).

Zhadova 1984 Larissa Zhadova Tatlin. Thames and Hudson 1984.
—— 1978 L. A. Shadowa Suche und Experiment. Aus der

Geschichte der russischen und sowjetischen Kunst zwischen
1910 und 1930. Dresden 1978.

—— 1974 L. Zhadova “Tsvetovaia sistema M. Matiushina” [M.
Matiushin’s colour system], Iskusstvo. Zhurnal Minis-
terstva Kultury SSSRNo. 8 pp. 38–46.

Zhakar see Jacard
Zeki 1999 Semir Zeki Inner Vision. An Exploration of Art and the

Brain. Oxford University Press 1999.

Encyclopedia
BSE Bol’shaia sovetskaia entsiklopediia [Large Soviet Ency-

clopaedia] Vols. 1–65 OGIZ Moscow 1931–1947. 
Dictionary of Cults 1993 Dictionary of Cults, Sects, Religions and the Occult. eds.

G.A. Mather & L.A. Nichols. Zondervan Publishing
House, Michigan. 1993 

Dictionary of the History 1973 Dictionary of the History of Ideas: studies of selected piv-
otal ideas. Vols. 1–4 New York 1973.

Duden 1996 Duden, Deutsches Universalwörterbuch A–Z. 
Dudenverlag 1996.

Elsevier’s 1990 Elsevier’s Russian-English Dictionary. Four vols. Com-
piled by P. Macura. Elsevier Science Publ. Amsterdam
1990. 

Encyclopedia of Medical Encyclopedia of Medical History. eds. R.E. McGrew &
History 1985 M.P. McGrew. MacMillan London 1985.



399Select Bibliography

Encyclopedia of Phenomenology Encyclopedia of Phenomenology. ed. John Drummond, 
1997 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Dordrecht London.

1997. 
Filosoficheskaia Entsiklopediia Filosoficheskaia Entsiklopediia, ed. F. V. Konstantinov,

vols. 1–5 Moscow 1960–1970.
Great Soviet Encyclopedia Great Soviet Encyclopedia. MacMillan London

1973–1983. 
Encyclopaedia Britannica The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, Micropaedia and

Macropaedia. 15th ed. Vols. 1–28. 1974–1993.
Oxford Encyclopedic English 1991 Oxford Encyclopedic English Dictionary. Oxford 1991. 
The Oxford English Dictionary1989 The Oxford English Dictionary 2nd ed. Vols. I–XX,

Clarendon Press, Oxford 1989. 
The Oxford English Reference 1995 The Oxford English Reference Dictionary. eds. Pearsall

& Tumble. Oxford University Press 1995.
The Oxford Russian 1997 The Oxford Russian Dictionary. 1997.

Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy. ed. Edward Craig
Vols. 1–10. London 1998.

Vasmer 1996 Max Fasmer. Etimologicheskii slovar’ russkogo iazyka.
Vols. I–IV. (translation from the German Russisches
etmologisches Wörterbuch von Max Vasmer. Heidelberg
1950–1958) SPb 1996.

Webster’s 1993 Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the
English Language (unabridged). Könemann 1993.



Abbreviations

Agitprop Upravlenie Agitatsii i Propagandy – Administration of Agitation and
Propaganda of the Central Committee of the Communist Party.

AKh Akademiia khudozhestv – Academy of Arts, St. Petersburg.
AKhR Assosiatsiia Khudozhnikov Revoliutsii – Association of Artists of the

Revolution. 
AKhRR Assosiatsiia Khudozhnikov Revolutsionnoi Rossii – Association of

Artists of Revolutionary Russia. 
AN Akademiia Nauk – Academy of Sciences.
ARU Ob”edinenie Arkhitektorov-Urbanistov – Society of Urbanist Archi-

tects. 
ASNOVA Assotsiatsiia Novykh Arkhitektorov – Association of New Archi-

tects. 
BSE Bol’shaia Sovetskaia Entsiklopediia – Large Soviet Encyclopedia. 
Diamat Dialekticheskii materializm – Dialectical Materialism. 
GAKhN Gosudarstvennaia Akademiia Khudozhestvennykh Nauk – State

Academy for Artistic Sciences.
GIII Gosudarstvennyi Institut Istorii Iskusstv – State Institute of Art His-

tory. 
GINKhUK Gosudarstvennyi Institut Khudozhestvennoi Kul’tury – State Insti-

tute of Artistic Culture.
Glavlengradstroi Glavnoe Leningradskoe Stroitel’stvennoe Biuro – Main Construc-

tion Agency in Leningrad. 
Glavlit Glavnoe Upravlenie po Delam Literatury i Izdatel’stv – Main Direc-

torate on Literature and Presses. Renamed the Main Administration
of Censorship in 1936.

Glavnauka Glavnoe upravlenie nauchnymi, nauchno-khudozhestvennymi,
muzeinymi i po okhrane prirody uchrezhdeniami Narkomprosa –
Chief Science Administration for Scholarly-Artistic, and Museum
Institutions. The section within Narkompros where issues concern-
ing science were handled (from 1922).

[400]



401Abbreviations

GMIL Gosudarstvennyi muzei istorii goroda Leningrada – State Historical
Museum of Leningrad, now GMI Spb.

GOELRO Gosudarstvennaia Komissiia po Elektrifikatsii Rossii – State Com-
mission on the Electrification of Russia.

Gosplan Gosudarstvennaia Planovaia Komissiia – State Planning Ministry. 
Gosizdat Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo – State Publishing House. 
GRM Gosudarstvennyi Russkii Muzei – State Russian Museum, SPb.
GTG Gosudarstvennaia Tretiakovskaia Galereia – State Tretiakov Gallery,

Moscow.
GUS Gosudarstvennyi Uchënyi Sovet – State Academic Council. 
INKhUK Institut Khudozhestvennoi Kul’tury – Institute of Artistic Culture,

Moscow.
IZO Narkompros Otdel Izobrazitel’nykh Iskusstv Narkomprosa – Fine Arts Depart-

ment of the Ministry of Education.
IZOGIZ Otdel Izobrazitel’nykh Iskusstv OGIZ – State Publishers for Fine

Arts. 
Komfut Kommunisticheskie futuristy – Communist Futurists.
Komintern Kommunisticheskii Internatsional – Communist International. 
KORN Kollektiv Rasshirennogo Nabliudeniia – Collective for Extended

Vision.
Laws Laws Governing the Variability of Colour Combinations. Colour

Manual. 
LEF Levyi Front Iskusstva – Left Front of the Arts.
Lengorlit Leningradskoe Gosudarstvennoe Upravlenie po Delam Literatury i

Izdatel’stv – Leningrad Organization for Censorship.
LGALI Leningradskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Literatury i Iskusstva –

Leningrad State Archive of Literature and Art.
LGU Leningradskii Gosudarstvennyi Universitet – Leningrad State Uni-

versity. 
Likbez Likvidatsiia bezgramotnosti – Campaign against illiteracy.
LISI Leningradskii Inzhenerno-Stroitel’nyi Institut – Leningrad Engine-

neering-Construction Institute, now SPb GASU. 
Maliarstroi Gosudarstvennaia Stroitel’naia Kontora po Proizvodstvu Maliar -

nykh Rabot – State House Painting and Construction Agency.
MARKhI Moskovskii Arkhitekturnyi Institut – Moscow Architectural Insti-

tute. 
MGU Moskovskii Gosudarstvennyi Universitet – Moscow State University.
MKhK Muzei Khudozhestvennoi Kul’tury – Museum of Artistic Culture. 
NBA RAKh Nauchno-Bibliograficheskii Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Akademii Khudozh-

estv – Scientific-Bibliographical Archive of the Russian Academy of
Art.

NCS Natural Colour System, Swedish standard.
Narkompros Narodnyi Komissariat Prosveshcheniia – People’s Commissariat of

Enlightenment (Education).
NEP Novaia Ekonomicheskaia Politika – New Economic Policy (1921–

1928).
NOT Nauchnaia Organizatsiia Truda – Scientific Organization of Labour.
Oberiu Ob”edinenie Real’nogo Iskusstva – Association of Real Art. 
OGIZ IZOGIZ Ob”edinennoe Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo po Izobraziel’nom

Iskusstve – State Publishers for Fine Arts.



402 coloured universe and the russian avant-garde

OGIZ Ob”edinennoe Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo – State Publishers. 
Proletkul’t Proletarskaia Kul’tura – Proletarian Cultural Organization (used

both for local organizations, and for the Central All-Russian Soviet
of Proletarian Cultural Organizations).

Promizdat Promyshlennoe izdatel’stvo – Industry Publishers. 
Rabfak Rabochii fakul’tet – Workers’ Faculty (of higher educational institu-

tion).
RAKhN Rossiskaia Akademiia Khudozhestvennykh Nauk – Russian Acade-

my of Artistic Sciences.
RAN Rossiiskaia Akademiia Nauk – Russian Academy of Sciences.
RGALI Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Literatury i Iskusstva – Russian

State Archive of Literature and Art, Moscow.
RO IRLI Rossiiskoi Akademii Nauk, Institut Russkoi Literatury Pushkinskii

Dom – Russian Academy of Science, Institute of Russian Literature,
Pushkin House.

RSFSR Rossiiskaia Sovetskaia Federativnaia Sotsialisticheskaia Respublika –
Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic. 

SA Sovremennaia Arkhitektura – Contemporary Architecture.
SPb St. Petersburg.
SPb GASU St. Peterburg Gosudarstvennyi Arkhitekturno-stroitel’nyi Univer-

stitet – State Architecture-Construction University, former LISI. 
Svomas Svobodnye Masterskie – Free Workshops in Petrograd. 
TsGALI Tsentral’nyi Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Literatury i Iskusstva –Central

State Archive of Literature and Art.
TsIT Tsentral’nyi Institut Truda – Central Institute of Labour in Moscow. 
Unovis Utverditeli novogo iskusstva – Affirmators of the New Art.
VKhUTEIN Vysshyi Gosudarstvennyi Khudozhestvenno-Tekhnicheskii Institut –

Higher State Artistic and Technical Institute, Moscow.
VKhUTEMAS Vysshie Gosudarstvennye Khudozhestvenno-Tekhnicheskie Master-

skie – Higher State Art-Technical Workshops, Moscow. 
Vol’fila Vol’naia Filosofskaia Assotsiatsiia – Free Philosophical Association.
VSNKh Vysshii Sovet Narodnogo Khoziaistvo (1917–1932). Higher Council

of National Economy.



Colour Glossary1

Achromatic colour Perceived colour without hue: white, grey, black.
Additive mixture Mixing of light, sometimes “colour stimulus mixture”; the superim-

position of spectrally different colour stimuli, or the apparent super-
imposition due to the inability to resolve small areas of different
stimuli, or stimuli that change their position in space rapidly.
Matiushin uses the term “optical mixture”.

Afterimage A visual image that remains after the source that has caused the origi-
nal image is no longer present.

Chromatic colour A perceived colour possessing hue.
Chromaticness The attribute of visual sensation according to which an area appears

to exhibit more or less chromatic colour. Same as colourfulness and
chromaticity.

Colorant A material, dyes or pigments.
Colorimetry The branch of colour science concerned with the numerical specifica-

tion of colour.
Colour attributes Three fundamental aspects of perceived colours; in the case of related

colours hue, chromaticness, and lightness.
Colour difference The perceived difference between two nonidentical fields of colour.
Colour harmony The combination of colour elements in a work of art or craft so that

the effect is perceived as harmonious, in concord.
Colour scale A scale in which the perceived colour of objects changes in a system-

atic manner usually in one attribute.
Colour space An imaginary geometrical construct that houses all possible colour

perceptions in a systematic manner according to three attributes.
Colour stimulus A stimulus is something that excites an organism, or one of its com-

ponents, to functional activity; the external colour stimulus normally
consists of light of one or more wavelengths. For “colour stimulus
mixture”, see additive mixing. 

1. The large part of this glossary, occasionally slightly modified, comes from Kuehni 1997,
with additions from Derefeldt 1991. From Fridell Anter 2000 comes the definitions of per-
ceived and inherent colour.
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Complementary pairs Can be established in different ways: by successive or simultaneous
contrast, additive or subtractive colour mixture. Can also be defined
as the pairs diametrically opposite in a colour circle. 

Cones A type of cone-shaped light sensitive cells in the retina. In human
vision there are three types of cones differing in their spectral sensi-
tivity.

Electromagnetic The transport of electromagnetic energy through space; 
radiation electromagnetic radiation has a very wide spectrum, including X-

rays, ultraviolet, visible, and infrared light, and radio and television
transmission media. 

Fovea A small depression in the retina containing mainly cones at a very
high density. It is the most sensitive area on which the optical image
at the center of our gaze is focused.

Hue Attribute of a visual sensation of perceived colours blue, orange,
green etc. Different hues can be presented in the form of a colour cir-
cle.

Inherent colour An object’s ability to give rise to a certain colour perception; i.e., the
colour an object “really has”, see perceived colour. 

Interaction An effect exploited by the artists Paul Signac, Henri Matisse, and
others in which contrasting colours are juxtaposed in comparatively
large dashes on the canvas to create a vivid scene that benefits from
the contrast effect between the strokes.

Lightness Differences in lightness range from light to dark of a related colour.
Sometimes called value. 

Maximal chromatic The visually strongest appearance of a hue.
intensity
Mesopic vision When both the rods and cones are working in dim light.
Nanometer A metric unity of distance measurement; one nanometer is a bil-

lionth of a meter.
Negative afterimage Complementary hue to external stimulus.
Opponent-colour The theory according to which the signals from the three types of 
theory cone cells are manipulated to result in signals which are responsible

for the fundamental opposing colour pairs red and green, yellow and
blue.

Optical mixture Mixing of colours on a spinning disc, or small dots or separate
strokes of paint to be mixed on the retina, for example used by the
pointillist painter Seurat.

Perceived colour The colour that the observer perceives that an object or a field has in
any given light or viewing situation, or simply colour as we see it. 

Photon Unit or quantum of electromagnetic radiation; an elementary parti-
cle.

Photopic vision Vision mediated by cones active under daylight levels.
Pointillism A type of painting in which small dots or dashes of different colours

are placed adjacent, with the original expectation that, when viewed
from a distance, they would additively fuse, resulting in an impres-
sion of increased colour intensity. 

Positive afterimage Same or similar hue as external stimulus.
Primary colour Colloquial term used to designate one of the three colorants used in

colour reproduction systems (yellow, red, blue, or yellow, magenta,
cyan).
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Psychophysics The branch of psychology that deals with the interrelation between
stimulus and percept.

Psychophysiology The branch of physiology that deals with the interrelation between
mental phenomena and physiology.

Quanta The plural of quantum: the smallest increments of electromagnetic
radiation, see also photon. 

Reflection The process of returning electromagnetic radiation by a reflecting
surface. 

Related colour Colour perceptions caused by light reflected from objects in the pres-
ence of other objects. The perceived colour is dependent on the
colours of the surrounding objects. 

Related colour Colour perceived to belong to an area seen in relation to other
colours, see also surface colour.

Retina A layer coating the inside rear wall of the camera-type eye, containing
the light sensitive rod and cone cells and being continuous with the
optical nerve.

Rods A type of light sensitive cell of a rod-like shape in the retina of the
eye, containing rhodopsin as the light sensitive chemical substance,
and responsible for night vision, see scotopic vision.

Saturation Refers to chromatic content of perceived colour; the attribute of a
visual sensation indicating the degree to which a chromatic sensation
differs from an achromatic sensation regardless of perceived levels of
lightness. The term is unclear since the “most saturated” sensation
does not necessarily have to be the one to appear most intense. It
often coincides with chromatic intensity, but not always. Matiushin’s
term is nasyshchennost’.

Scotopic vision Night-time vision. Colourless vision mediated by the rods in the
 retina. 

Simultaneous contrast A change in apparent lightness, hue, and/or chromaticness of a
coloured field caused by an adjacent field of different lightness, hue,
and/or chromaticness. Both fields change appearance in a direction
away from the colour of the other field. Thus, a light grey field sur-
rounded by a deep red field looks greenish and lighter than when
viewed with a white surround. 

Spectrophotometer An instrument with which the spectral reflectance of objects can be
determined.

Spectrum A visible spectrum is an array of lightwaves of visible wavelength in
which light is arranged according to wavelength.

Subtractive mixture Mixing of colorants, sometimes referred to as “colorant mixture”;
the change in colour stimulus due to the mixture of colorants or the
superimposition of transparent layers containing colorants

Successive contrast A viewer sees an imaginary coloured field in the area of view after
having intently viewed an object for a while and then changed the
gaze to a different, contrasting area. The afterimage can be negative
(e.g., a red after having viewed a green object) or positive. Afterim-
ages can be experienced with open or closed eyes. 

Surface colours The normal mode of colour perception, where colours appear to
belong to the surface of objects, see also related colours. 

Unique hue A hue that cannot be described by the use of hue names other than its
own. There are four unique hues that have no perceptual similarity
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to any of the other three: yellow, red, blue, and green. Unique red is
a red that is neither yellow nor bluish, etc.

Unrelated colour Colour which is presented without a context and therefore not possi-
ble to locate to an object (viewed through a telescope, or reduction
screen). Aperture colour in Katz’ sense. 

Value Lightness.
Wavelength The distance in the direction of propagation between two peaks of a

wave.



Leningrad and Moscow of the 1920s were alive with artists, 
writers, scientists and craftsmen who sought a new language of com-
munication. New institutes were established to serve these enthusi-
asts. A universal language was to traverse borders between different 
art forms, countries and languages. Even the boundary separating the 
perceptions of humans and animals would be crossed. 
At the Institute for Artistic Culture the violinist, painter and the-

orist Mikhail Matiushin (1861–1934) supervised the Depart ment of 
Organic Culture where a  ‘grammar of colour’ was produced for use 
in architecture and design. The sounds made by ice melting, the feel 
of footsteps in wet moss – all surrounding impressions would influ-
ence colour in its appearance. A training programme was elaborated 
based on a cross-extension of the senses, yoga and meditation, open-
ing up new channels believed to be passed on to coming generations. 
But with the rise of Stalin’s age of the masses, this individual 

approach was out, no longer sanctioned. And yet, against all odds, 
Matiushin’s colour theory was published in 1932. 
This book shows how this colour theory, believed to have been 

forgotten, is still used for the colour design of St. Petersburg to this 
day. 
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