Colour
Most of the paintings that appear in this exhibition are oil paintings.
Oil paints are usually a mixture of three things: pigment (colour),
binder (linseed or walnut oil), and thinner (for example, turpentine).
Oil paints were first adopted by northern Renaissance artists around
1420. From then on, oil paints became increasingly popular among
artists for their slow-drying nature allowing a painting to be worked
on over a number of days, their flexibility (oil paints can be diluted to
produce thin glazes or applied in a thick, impasto technique), and for
the deep, rich colours they produce.
Oil painting was revolutionised in the modern period with the
introduction of synthetic pigments and the invention of the
squeezable metal paint tube in 1841. Outdoor painting movements
like Impressionism particularly benefited from these developments
as pre-mixed colours became conveniently and more readily
available.

Before your visit
Before your visit, learn about some of the colours used by artists
between the 15th and 20th centuries through the following slides,
including:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gold
Ultramarine blue
Green earth
Cochineal red
Chrome yellow
Lead white

Discuss how artists mixed pigment, binder and thinner to create their
paints. Is this different to how you have used and mixed paints?

Click on the link below to view a video produced by the Columbia
Museum of Art that demonstrates the process of mixing oil paint.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rqt0aMzHoRI

Fra Angelico (Guido di Pietro)
The Crucifixion c.1420–23
During the Renaissance, gold was used in painting to evoke heavenly
light in the backgrounds of religious scenes (known as ‘gold-ground’
paintings) or to embellish the halos of saints and holy figures.

The colour was applied in the form of gold leaf (very thin sheets of gold)
that were glued to the underlying wooden or canvas support.

Fra Filippo Lippi
Madonna and Child Enthroned with Two
Angels c.1440
Ultramarine was a blue pigment extracted from
a semi-precious stone known as 'lapis lazuli'
that was imported to Europe from Afghanistan.
Finely ground lapis lazuli produced a deep,
intense blue pigment that was incredibly
popular among artists, despite its cost. Many
reserved ultramarine for the most important of
subjects such as the Virgin Mary.

Johannes Vermeer
Allegory of the Catholic Faith
c.1670–72
Green earth was prepared from one of two clay minerals, celadonite
and glauconite.
Beginning in the early Renaissance,
green earth was often used as an
underpaint for flesh, allowing artists to
achieve cooler coloured flesh tones.
Johannes Vermeer favoured green
earth to produce his distinctive
shadows.

Caravaggio
(Michelangelo Merisi)
The Musicians 1597
A deep true red proved rare until the Spanish
conquistadors landed in Mexico in the early
1520s and learnt how the Mesoamericans
extracted red dye from tiny insects known as
cochineals.
The exotic source of the dye became a
sensation back in Europe and the import of
dried cochineals became one of Spain’s most
valuable commodities. Artists usually combined
their cochineal with a binder, creating a
pigment known as a lake.

Joseph Mallord
William Turner
Venice, from the
Porch of Madonna
della Salute c.1835
Lead white was in use as early as the
4th century BCE. As a pigment it was
highly valued by artists because of its
dense opacity and warm tone.
Despite its popularity, the preparation of
the pigment often resulted in lead
poisoning. It was mostly replaced by
titanium white.

Vincent van Gogh
The Flowering Orchard 1888
French chemist Nicolas Louis Vauquelin discovered that he could make a
bright yellow version of the compound lead chromate and proposed this
mineral as a pigment later known as chrome yellow.
After publishing his findings in 1809, chrome yellow enjoyed a period of
widespread use. However, the colour was soon found to darken on exposure
to light and its popularity faded with the introduction of the more stable
cadmium yellow in the 1850s.

During your visit
Explore the exhibition to find paintings where the following colours
are used:
•
•
•
•

Focus Questions

What colours can you see? What do
you think is the main colour of the
painting?

Gold
Blue
Red
White

Colour and Pigment
Listen to the Colour and Pigment audio tour to find out more
about the paintings in the exhibition with staff from
QAGOMA’s International Art and Conservation Departments.

Bring your own devices and headphones and scan the QR code in
the exhibition to access audio tours on the mobile companion site.

Does the use of colour draw your
attention to a particular point of
interest in the image?
What do you think the artist was trying
to achieve by using this colour? Is
there particular meaning attached to
different colours?

Colour

Scan QR codes in
the exhibition to
access the mobile
companion site

Students are required to move around the exhibition in groups of no more than 6.

Fra Angelico (Guido di Pietro)
The Crucifixion c.1420-23

Fra Filippo Lippi
Madonna and Child Enthroned
with Two Angels c.1440

Johannes Vermeer
Allegory of the Catholic
Faith c.1670–72

Caravaggio
(Michelangelo Merisi)
The Musicians 1597

Joseph Mallord William Turner
Venice, from the Porch of
Madonna della Salute c.1835

Vincent van Gogh
The Flowering Orchard 1888

After your visit
Suggestions for making activities to explore
colour back in the classroom.
1. Think about the meaning that we assign to
colours. Using a 6-part colour wheel, select a
colour and write down 3 words that describes
how that colour makes you feel. Repeat the
exercise until you have words for all the colours.
2. Paint or draw a picture using the four focus
colours from the exhibition – gold, blue, red and
white. Write a short story to explain the picture.
Alternatively, write a short story and then paint or
draw a picture using the focus colours
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