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The colour studies of Ludwig Hirschfeld-Mack: A reconstruction of colour theory at the Bauhaus

Thesis Summary

This thesis reveals the diverse activities centred around the motif of colour developed by Ludwig
Hirschfeld-Mack (1893-1965), a key figure in the recently uncovered Bauhaus Weimar as a hub of
collaboration. He presided over the Colour Seminar (Farbenseminar), which included masters Paul Klee
and Wassily Kandinsky. He designed the famous Bauhaus product, the Optical Colour Mixer (Optischer
Farbmischer), and created the abstract moving image, Colour Light Plays (Farbenlichtspiele), which
headmaster Walter Gropius nominated as a promotional piece for the school. While it is well-known that
Hirschfeld-Mack engaged in various activities using colour as a motif in the early Bauhaus, the essence
of his colour theory remains ambiguous. Therefore, this thesis reviews and analyses Hirschfeld-Mack's
manuscripts, discovered in the summer of 2024, to clarify his colour theory during the Bauhaus era and
reinterpret these works.

According to the analysis of the manuscript, Hirschfeld-Mack was influenced by the colour theory of
abstract painter Adolf Holzel. However, he did not strictly adhere to it; instead, he infused his own
research and interpretation. While continuing to explore colour schemes and contrasts derived from the
complementary colour relationships he learned from Hélzel, Hirschfeld-Mack also delved into the
psychological effects of coloured forms that can be traced back to Goethe, Wilhelm von Bezold, and
Kandinsky: the inherent kineticity of colour, depth perception through overlap, the advancing and
receding effects of colour, and the Lehmann-Liebmann effect. He also referred to Wilhelm Ostwald's
colour theory, David Katz's phenomenological colour theory, Newton's physical-optical colour and
Goethe's warning about the analogy between colour and music.

This research was shared at the Bauhaus Weimar, initially in the Colour Seminar, as a method of
composition based on the lawful construction of colour. The focus was on the contrasts of hue, lightness,
saturation, and quantity of colour derived from Hoélzel, as well as the spatial effects attributed to
Kandinsky, enhanced by Hirschfeld-Mack with Kirschmann's law, Weber-Fechner's law, and tactile
colour impression using contour lines derived from Katz. The basic colours were grounded in Goethe's
qualitative colour theory and its variations, illustrating the relationships between hues. In addition,
Hirschfeld-Mack segmented each hue quantitatively according to Ostwald's greyscale and clarified the
distinction between lightness and saturation, which was ambiguous at the Bauhaus. Furthermore, in the
Optical Colour Mixer, the validity of Goethe's colour theory and its variations were demonstrated based

on the scientific colour harmony criterion of ‘neutral greys’. As Goethe's colour theory was shown as the




A% 6
(3) Keio University

Thesis Abstract No. 2

sole model connecting Philipp Otto Runge's artistic colour theory with Ostwald's scientific colour theory
at the Bauhaus exhibition in 1923, Hirschfeld-Mack can be seen as one of the first to realise the new
unity between art and science that Gropius aimed for through colour theory. In Colour Light Plays,
Hirschfeld-Mack followed Holzel's colour theory and sublimated the process, in which a legalistic
construction of multiple elements formed a composition, into a work of art. Due to its format of
simultaneous colour-light projection with music, it was classified as a colour-light piano, which was
popular then. Nonetheless, Hirschfeld-Mack considered the bounded form, which the colour-light piano
lacked, as essential for the appearance of colour. In this regard, he differentiated the Colour Light Plays
from the colour-light piano. Furthermore, by establishing the variables of contemporary research on
colour perception — the geometric qualities of shape, position, and number, along with the sensory
qualities of texture, lightness, and temperature — as variables of the image, he ‘scientifically’

demonstrated the central issue of colour contrast in abstract painting.
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