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Introduction

In 1911, Wassily Kandinsky urged his viewers to boldly follow the artist into the
uncharted terrain of painterly abstraction, so as to gradually, but surely, gain
command of its universal language of colors.! As conceived by Kandinsky, to carry
through this project, it was necessary to demonstrate that colors have aesthetic
effects that are the same for everyone, at least principally.? This aspect of Kan-
dinsky’s thinking coincides with discourse and practice in psychology, a nascent
science around 1900. A shared interest united artists and psychologists at the time:
a search for universal elements of experience in people’s responses to colors. While
artists and art theorists tended to stress the classification of specific aesthetic ef-
fects, psychologists could appreciate the general psychological operations that
were at work in questions concerning associated experiences. Yet, as experimental
psychologists started testing numerous responses to colors in laboratory experi-
ments, they generated data documenting interpersonal differences.’> One central
problem, which was familiar to art practitioners, was that color impressions ap-
peared to be relative and variable — the same color could be perceived differently
by various persons, or by the same person under different circumstances.* Against
this backdrop, the task that Kandinsky faced is apparent: To defend his universalist
conception, he had to explain how aesthetic effects of colors are universal, despite
intersubjective variability. Kandinsky’s explanation of how this proceeds, starting
with basic colors and forms, rates as one of his most lasting and controversial
ideas. For some scholars, Kandinsky’s position is characterized by an overwhelm-
ing —and, so it is sometimes said, misplaced — reliance on colors actually producing
the same effects in different people.”> Nevertheless, Kandinsky’s references to «uni-
versality» are not without contradiction.® While he clearly had faith in the value
of empirical evidence, he did not present a consistent view on whether or how
universality depends directly on agreement.”

This paper examines Kandinsky’s confrontation with individual differences —
how he addresses them and the consequences for understanding his painting. My
aim is to assess how the core concept that Kandinsky used — notably the notion
of «sensitivity» — addresses the tensions that arise from the universality postulate
and the recognition of interpersonal differences. In what follows, sensitivity sits at
the nexus of great themes in Kandinsky’s conception of the universal language of
color. I begin by describing how Kandinsky pursued universal laws that relate sen-
sory impressions of colors to aesthetic effects. From here, looking at his painting
Composition 6 sheds light on how, according to Kandinsky, deeper feelings arise
through contrasts and oppositions between more basic feelings, which are colors
(and forms). In a third section, I consider how Kandinsky’s critics proposed the exis-
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1 Wassily Kandinsky, cover
design for Uber das Geistige in
der Kunst, c. 1910, color and
ink on paper, 17.5 x 13.3 cm,
Stddtische Galerie im Lenbach-
haus und Kunstbau Miinchen,
Gabriele Miinter Stiftung 1957,
inv. GMS 611,

tence of a special color sense to give the notion of sensitivity a physiological basis.
I will end by touching upon open questions concerning Kandinsky’s universalist
conception.

Universality and Sensitivity

At the core of Kandinsky’s universalism is the view that colors — and to a lesser
extent forms — have inherent aesthetic effects that are principally accessible to
experience. This is the basis of his notion of the «abstract language».® Important to
Kandinsky’s conception of this language, from its inception in his notes of 1904 to
its climax in Uber das Geistige in der Kunst (dated 1912 but published in December
1911) and his writings of the 1920s, was the notion that the aesthetic effects of
colors awaited discovery by artists and viewers (fig. 1).° This discovery entailed
learning to see emotive content in color one had previously assumed color was
incapable of possessing. According to Kandinsky, the meaning of colors is not ex-
hausted by their reference to naturalistic things. There is another component;
the component of «inner sound».’® To explain this idea, he referred to the poetry
of Maurice Maeterlinck, who, according to Kandinsky, had insisted on the «pure
sound» that words evoke, and had prioritized this pure sound over the referential
character of words. Kandinsky intended to establish the same principle for the
visual arts. In particular, he insisted that each artistic element — colors among
them — conveys properties specific to itself. He viewed each coloristic element as
having an «independent existence as such» — that is, an inner sound that can reso-
nate with viewers."
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Inner sounds, as Kandinsky conceives of them, are characteristics of colors, such
that as an element in art, the feelings that colors convey are made accessible to
experience in accordance with those characteristics. Given this notion, Kandinsky’s
central claim in Uber das Geistige in der Kunst, which is assumed throughout his
writings, is that colors can be identified to have specific aesthetics effects.’? Kandin-
sky catalogs various effects produced by colors. The definitive examples are yellow
and blue, which represent the poles of warmth and coldness. Yellow, Kandinsky
explains, «is a typically earthly color»; it «is disquieting to the spectator, prickling
him, stimulating him, revealing the nature of the power expressed in this color,
which has an effect upon our sensibilities at once impudent and importunate».’® In
stark opposition to yellow stands blue, which is «the typically heavenly color», fluc-
tuating between «superhuman sorrow» and appearing «remote and impersonal».’*
This was also translatable to psychological properties, with yellow being «mania-
cal» as opposed to the «tranquility» of blue.”® Kandinsky limits his description of
the aesthetic effects of color to physiological and psychological effects: it does not
encompass «the delicate, incorporeal vibrations of the spirit», which are necessary
for the experience of inner sound.®

Centrally in Uber das Geistige in der Kunst Kandinsky crystallizes a conceptual — and
experiential — distinction between three types of effect: physical effects, psychological
effects, and, lastly, vibrations of the soul. Conceived by him as a progression from
rough to fine, he claims that these effects form a path, leading an outer nervous vibra-
tion of the physical body to an inner vibration of the spirit, such that, ultimately, an
inner sound can resonate with the soul of the viewer.!” If inner sounds — constituted as
effects of color — are to play this role as porters of emotions, they must be accessible to
viewers for experience. Kandinsky’s gambit was to argue that both artists and viewers
must develop the proper channels of observation, such that they become sensitive to
inner sound. This begins with an analysis of simple colors, the floor of Kandinsky’s
experiential hierarchy. The reasoning now proceeds in the following manner: «This
starting point consists in the weighting-up of the inner value of one’s materials, on an
objective scale, i. e., the examination — in our case — of color, which by and large must
affect every man.»'® Kandinsky devises a range of introspective exercises to aid both
artists and viewers in tapping into the «main sounds» of simple colors, such that, even-
tually, their effects might penetrate the soul.”® The threshold from physical to psycho-
logical effect — or, from coarse to fine emotion — is easily passed: «Only familiar objects
will have a wholly superficial effect upon a moderately sensitive person.»* Kandinsky
compares the gradual improvement of people’s sensitive abilities to the calibration of
an instrument, explaining that «just as an instrument is improved, becomes finer the
more its strings are made to oscillate ... so it is with the soul».?'

It becomes clear that for Kandinsky sensitivity is the relative ability to see — and
feel — the effects of color.”> While grounded in anthropological-phenomenological
structures of perception and related physiological and psychological processes, he did
not think that all people have equal command of this ability. Accordingly, inner sounds
are not equally in everyone’s experiential grasp; it depends on the person’s sensitivity
whether they can «trail» (Spiiren) the effects of colors and forms and slowly but surely
discover inner sound.” How did this play itself out with respect to Kandinsky’s paint-
ing? The viewer’s ability to understand Kandinsky’s work now becomes a matter of
grasping the language in which visible instances of feelings occur, which are colors
(and forms). In the next section, I consider this issue by turning to Composition 6.
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2 Wassily Kandinsky, Composition 6, 1913, oil on canvas, 195 x 300 cm, The State Hermitage Museum,
St. Petersburg, inv. GE-9662.

Kandinsky on Composition 6: A Phenomenal Chaos?
Kandinsky’s painting Composition 6 (fig. 2/pl. 7) was first shown to the public in
1913, in an exhibition at Der Sturm gallery organized by Herwarth Walden in Ber-
lin.?* The artist published a commentary in which he explains that the painting
arose out of the motif of the «Deluge» (flood). In his commentary, Kandinsky first
describes the reverse-glass painting (fig. 3, unfortunately lost) that served as the
inspiration for the composition. In beginning this reverse-glass painting, he took
various «objective forms», such as «nudes, the Ark, animals, palm trees, lightning,
rain, etc.» and overlaid these with forms and colors, until the figures underneath
were nearly unrecognizable.” Yet, he experienced a sense of failure. After taking
some time away from the work and then returning to it afresh, Kandinsky remarks
he «was struck, first by the colors, then by the compositional element, and then by
the linear form itself».* After laying out the first design of Composition 6, he then
began «balancing the individual elements one against the other».?” He contrasted
«indefinite lines» with «sharp, rather evil, strong, very precise lines» and with col-
ors, describing, for example, how «the pink and the white seethe in such a way
that they seem to lie neither upon the surface of the canvas nor upon any ideal
surface. Rather, they appear as if hovering in the air, as if surrounded by steam».?
In organizing these elements, Kandinsky was led by the «exhausting search for the
right scale, for the exact missing weight» which would cause the whole painting
«to vibrate».? This weighting of elements eventually found balance in a «feeling of
«somewhere» about the principal center», which «determines the inner sound of the
whole picture».®

As seen, the viewer’s ability to understand Kandinsky’s intention with this work
becomes a question of grasping the universal language of colors (and forms). Yet,
standing in front of Composition 6, some observers appear to have been overwhelmed.
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3 Wassily Kandinsky, The
Deluge, c. 1912, reverse-glass
painting, lost.

Gallery visitors must have tripped over its heaping forms, swirling lines, and scattered
colors, seeing no apparent structure in this painting with its impressive dimensions
of 195 X 300 cm. At the time, Kandinsky’s critics often observed a loss of definition in
his painting. The artist Wyndham Lewis for example lamented the way in which Kan-
dinsky sacrificed the very particulars «of the material and solid universe» for paint-
ings that are «ethereal, lyrical and cloud-like».*! On a more positive note, the poet
and critic Theodor Daubler saw intensive «color harmonies clouding [dahinwolken]»
in Kandinsky’s work and thought that the colors were so powerful that they did not
need the definition of form anymore: «We no longer want to tolerate a theater set
by drawing: let us drop it. And we are immediately at home. In the disembodied soul
[In der korperlosen Seele]».* Following the writer Wilhelm Hausenstein, «Kandinsky’s
means of expression is color. Mind you: color, not painting».** Hausenstein thought
that the slightest adjustment in the interaction of colors resulted in a fully new ex-
perience. Yet, all too many critics found no firm footing in Kandinsky’s paintings
and, accordingly, were unable to understand the intended meaning.** As one critic
phrased it, Kandinsky’s works lacked «possibilities for empathy».*

By 1910, the notion that colors can elicit strong feelings was hardly a point of
controversy.* However, there was a tendency among both art critics and psychol-
ogists to assume that color could not reach the same level of precision as line in
communicating feelings. The art historian and psychologist Max Deri for example
emphasizes that it is certainly possible to «draw a line that «s» audacious, defiant,
sad, striving», such that these feelings are universally understandable to viewers.*”
Nevertheless, with Kandinsky’s paintings, it was hardly possible to understand the
emotive content, because viewers will not be able to follow their gaze in the di-
rection intended by Kandinsky.*® Following a similar line of thought, Anton Meyer
asserts «a strongly rising line symbolizes a life-strengthening, a feeling of pleasure»
whereas a «strongly falling line symbolizes a feeling of displeasure».* For Meyer,
the problem with Kandinsky’s paintings was that viewers had no way of knowing
whether the lines were rising or falling. As such, viewers were left with an arbi-
trary flood of feelings.

These considerations about differences between line and color invoke the fa-
mous dispute over the relative importance of disegno (drawing or design) and colo-
re (color or finish), which took place between Florentine and Venetian art theorists
of the sixteenth century and remained influential for centuries. Within this com-
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parison, the principle of disegno was viewed as an intellectual approach to painting,
which manifested in definition of line, whereas colore was viewed as sensual, which
manifested in the atmospheric use of color. While theorists of the sixteenth century
contrasted disegno and colore in the debate, they viewed them as complementary
qualities of painting.* The central question was which element should take priority
as artistic underpinning of painting. A brief glance at this paragone helps to high-
light a pivotal thing about Kandinsky’s work: he intentionally seeks interactions
and oppositions between line and color and is not about to prioritize one element
over the other as underpinning of his work. Kandinsky precisely creates contrasts
between elements — and associated feelings — believing that such contrasts will
give rise to a deeper experience. As early as 1904, he states in a letter to Gabriele
Miinter: «Different contrasts and forms-feelings are best mixed, if a deep and se-
rious content is to be expected.»* The idea that deep emotive content arises out
of contrast and opposition between more basic feelings translates to opposition
between lines and colors in his paintings.*? Indeed, as Kandinsky explains in his
commentary on Composition 6, he attempts to generate an elusive feeling of «<some-
where» out of interplay between various clashing and opposing elements.

With Composition 6 Kandinsky attempts to give that elusive yet specific quality
of a feeling of «somewhere» a visual form, such that it can be experienced by oth-
ers. Debates about feelings in psychological circles around 1900 provide a potential
context. Here, a central problem was how to account for qualitative differences be-
tween feelings. Theodor Lipps, for example, laid out a theory of feelings, according
to which it was pointless to classify feelings through fixed linguistic categories. For,
there is an indefinite pool of feelings, more than any spoken language may encode,
and each has its own specific quality. Only experience could account for qualitative
differences between them. Following Lipps, «I know [the differences in feelings] be-
cause I experience them».*® For Kandinsky, too, there are (at least) as many feelings
as there are appearances of colors, forms, and combinations of these elements. The
elusive character of his work cannot be reduced to a limitless number of feelings,
however. According to Kandinsky, a successful work of art will precipitate a specific
emotion in the viewer; this must be negotiated by the artist and be accessible to
the experience of viewers.*

At this juncture in the development of Kandinsky’s account, there is a wor-
ry. Given that the meaning of color in his painting appears to have been neither
cognitively nor intuitively accessible to viewers, what trust did they have in the
existence of a universal language?* As just described, Kandinsky’s response was to
cast this as a question of insufficient sensitivity.* In the context of his writings, he
allows that viewers may presuppose that the justification of the common language
is forthcoming (assuming that it is enough, at first, to point to color’s physical and
psychological effects). This claim may have been unproblematic in the context of
the art theory, as many artists and theorists presupposed that there existed defin-
itive links between colors and effects.*” However, reliance on this presupposition
was closely monitored in the context of art criticism. After all, the existence of a
universal language of color as the basis of Kandinsky’s paintings was the very ques-
tion under consideration. Per his own account, we are at least owed an account of
what secures the link between colors and aesthetic effects.®® In 1914, he remarked
that the time is not yet ready for «seeing» and «hearing».* Kandinsky had to re-
deem his promise at some point, however.
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An Evolving Color Sense?
Some of Kandinsky’s commentators addressed a color sense that was purported to
exist and necessary for understanding the artist’s works but was also, so the argu-
ment went, currently underdeveloped in most people. At the turn of the twentieth
century, especially physiologists and anthropologists speculated about a color sense
that was understood as a special color-perceiving ability responsible for the quality
of color perception.* Formulated amid debates about human differences and evolu-
tionary theories about the development of the senses, people argued that the color
sense is probably malleable. As Nicholas Gaskill has noted, approaches to the color
sense fall on the spectrum between the physiology of the optical nerves and the
psychology of cultural difference. While notions of the color sense were applied to
aesthetic perception with varying attitudes around 1900, it was usually argued that
those with a more developed color sense had a heightened ability to see and experi-
ence nuances between colors. Michael Sadleir, who compiled an English translation
of Uber das Geistige in der Kunst in 1914, explained Kandinsky’s work within this set
of ideas. He argued that the artist’s «analysis of colours and their effects on the spec-
tator is not the real basis of his art, because, if it were, one could, with the help of a
scientific manual, describe one’s emotions before his pictures with perfect accuracy.
And this is impossible».® Instead, Sadleir believed that Kandinsky’s art ultimately
relied on a color-music sense that lies «dormant» in most people.>® While Sadleir was
convinced of the musical character of Kandinsky’s paintings, he also thought that
the parallels between line and color in painting, and harmony and rhythm in music,
needed the conviction of solid proof. «Otherwise» Sadleir warned, Kandinsky «may
be condemned as one who has invented a shorthand of his own, and who paints
pictures which cannot be understood by those who have not the key of the cipher».>

This was not just one instance of a discursive apology from an art critic trying
to make sense of new art forms that confronted audiences. At the time, many con-
ceived of a condition in which little color sense exists, or is even lacking, that is
followed by a condition in which the color sense is highly developed. This notion of
development from simple to complex inspired hypotheses about the possibility of
improving the color sense through aesthetic education, as well as the potential an
enriched color sense could have for visual art.>

The idea that Kandinsky’s work required a highly developed color-sense was no
isolated thought. The psychologist Helge Lundholm, who met Kandinsky in Stock-
holm in 1916, carefully considered this possibility as well in an essay published in
the Swedish art journal Flamman in 1917.% Composition 6 had been on show at the
Baltiska utstdllningen (Baltic exhibition) in Malmo in 1914, and it was subsequently
on display at Gummesons Gallery in Stockholm in 1916, where Lundholm saw it.
In looking at the painting, Lundholm examined whether color was an accurate
means to transmit emotions from «soul to soul» on a par with music.’” He did not
believe there existed a direct correspondence between colors and emotional states,
however. Even if it were possible to establish such a connection scientifically, he
emphasizes, «I doubt strongly that even the most artistically educated observer
will be sensitive enough, to let the color tones in him evoke the state of the soul
that scientifically corresponds to the chord».>® The notion that a color-sense exists
seems to have been wide-spread. What was questioned, however, as Lundholm’s
account indicates, was whether this sense in fact develops in the direction suggest-
ed by Kandinsky.
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The Promise of Sameness

Left hanging after all of Kandinsky’s efforts is still the most basic question about
why we should assume that the effects of colors are universal. As Kandinsky de-
velops the play, viewers must improve their sensitivity — their ability to see/feel —
such that aesthetic effects of colors can come into their experiential grasp.® The
viewer, he explains, «has only to open wide his soul to experience».®® Kandinsky’s is
a teleological account that aims for a deeper, spiritual plane of experience, starting
with basic effects of colors, the floor of the hierarchy. Nevertheless, in setting out to
show that spiritual effects build upon psychological and physiological effects, Kan-
dinsky ultimately saddles himself with a problem, insofar as empirical verification
of even the floor of his hierarchy failed.*!

Throughout his writings, Kandinsky stresses that, ideally, in singular, concrete
instances of encounters with his work, people’s affective experience will be the
same, such that an exact mediation of emotions is possible. This promise of same-
ness is a controversial claim. Among others, it raises the question why Kandinsky
believes sameness of experience is necessary for interpersonal understanding. Nev-
ertheless, Kandinsky’s universalist conception has been very valuable. It has given
us a sense of how a felt emotion as specific and elusive as a feeling of «<somewhere»
may be expressed through contrasts and tensions in visible instances of feelings,
which are colors.
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2 Cf. Wassily Kandinsky, Gesammelte
Schriften 1889-1916. Farbensprache, Komposi-
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