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Project Plan: In Pursuit of Uncommon Color — Stephen Auger 
INTRODUCTION For the last 30 years, I have painted exclusively with the additive primary colors, red, 
green, and blue. With them, I evoke a vast array of other distinctive hues by engaging the viewer’s brain. In 
my work, I invoke the phenomenon of optical mixing by juxtaposing and layering precisely mixed, opaque 
red, green, and blue paint. I call these paints “perceptual primary paints” because they are finely tuned to 
the natural sensitivity of the cones and rods in the retina of the eye. Through optical mixing, red, green, and 
blue create the neural sensation of optical colors, a phenomenon I refer to as “perceptual” or “harmonic” 
color. This perceptual experience begins in the retina with the differential output of specialized cells called 
rods and cones and ends in the visual cortex and associative areas of the brain as the experience of color. 
There is an intimacy to the experience of this phenomenon of color, because it directly engages the 
viewer’s visual system. As my teacher Arthur Hoener—who was a student of color theorist Josef Albers—
often proclaimed, “The most powerful colors we can experience are the colors created in the mind’s eye.” 
In my work, I have discovered that the realm of perceptual color is ethereal, resonant, sublime, and unto 
itself. Perceptual color, being a product of individual perception, is utterly unique and luminous when 
compared to a physical equivalent created with paint.  
 I have explored the synergistic relationships of red, green, and blue through 11 extensive bodies of 
work since 1977, including three seminal, formal color studies. The next step for me as an artist is to gain a 
panoptic view of the perceptual color space by creating an optical spectrum that is as complete as 
possible. This can only be achieved through a disciplined and in-depth formal study of the interactions of 
red, green, and blue executed with precisely tuned paints and color scales. 

OBJECTIVE This study seeks to achieve a reproducible, systematic methodology for understanding and 
controlling the phenomena of perceptual color created through the interaction of autonomous, opaque red, 
green, and blue paint. This method will be expressed in a series of prints that articulate an extensive 
spectrum of perceptual (optical) color. To my knowledge, this will be the first optical color spectrum that is 
both based on additive color theory and produced using paint. The study has three interrelated parts: 
1. Develop optical paints (red, green, blue, and neutral gray) formulated to have spectral properties that are 

precisely matched to the sensitivity of the photoreceptor cells in the cones and rods of the human eye. 
2. Using these paints, produce a series of serigraph prints on an archival substrate that articulate the 

spectrum of perceptual color. 
3. Publish a monograph presenting the context, history, and method. 
Funding will be sought from multiple sources for this comprehensive project. 

BACKGROUND In the project “In Pursuit of Uncommon Color,” I will investigate a fundamental aspect of 
color theory that, to date, has not been thoroughly explored or articulated. A keynote of contemporary color 
theory (as presented by, for example, Michel Eugène Chevreul, Johannes Itten, and Josef Albers, among 
others) is the dynamic interaction of colors. The additive color theory of light, which deals with the 
interaction of red, green, and blue projected light, has been systematically explored, but its analogue in 
physical media, optical mixing, has not been fully understood, explained, or adopted as a technique by 
artists. Several movements in modern art have been particularly interested in the optical interaction of 
colors, namely, the Divisionists, the Bauhaus movement, and the Op Art movements. The Divisionists (e.g., 
Georges Seurat) attempted to use optical mixing but were not fully successful. They fell short of what they 
hoped to achieve for two principal reasons: They were working from an incomplete scientific understanding 
of color perception, and they were interpreting the science intuitively and instinctively rather than abiding by 
the nature of perception. Op artists placed the perceptual primaries into opposition (e.g., red with green, 
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red with blue)—to create dynamic color tension. While such juxtapositions were energizing, the subtleties 
and modulations of the phenomenon were not fully explored. Bauhaus, Op, and Minimalist artists such as 
Josef Albers, Victor Vasarely, Julian Stanczak, Richard Anuszkiewicz, Ellsworth Kelly, Gene Davis, and 
others used and referenced additive primaries in their work. However, none of these artists fully connected 
their efforts to the human visual system or to a complete understanding of the underlying science. Optical 
mixing remains a tantalizing and enigmatic question.  
 In my work in color theory to date, I have taken three novel steps: 1) translating light-based additive 
color theory through paint, 2) engaging the unique sensitivities of the human perceptual system to produce 
the sensation of optical colors with paint as the only medium, and 3) working with individual colors 
objectively, as energies, rather than subjectively, as aesthetic choices. I now propose to integrate these 
ideas with work in contemporary neuroscience, physics, and art, drawing on current models of perception 
and advanced spectral analysis of pigments. The resulting methodology and optical spectrum will provide a 
new visual language—a tool that I and others can use to deepen our understanding and creative 
expression. The refined understanding and expanded palette resulting from this project will not only inform 
my own work, it will also offer a refreshed perspective regarding additive color theory and potentially inspire 
the work of artists, designers, and theorists who become interested in this phenomenon.  

APPROACH For this formal color study, I will set red, green, and blue hues (chromatic energies) in 
relationship to each other in tertiary combinations, supported by associated neutral gray tones. Each hue 
will be developed into a monochromatic scale of 7 intervals of saturation, from dark to light (i.e., the pure 
hue plus 3 shades and 3 tints). The chromatic intensity of the saturations will be balanced both across 
intervals within a scale and across hues at each level of saturation. In addition, each monochromatic scale 
will be complemented by its own neutral gray scale whose values are formulated relative to each step of 
the monochromatic scale. By working with the principle of simultaneous contrast, among other interactions, 
I will use these permutations of colors to articulate a perceptual spectrum.  
Part 1: Paints. Because of the number of prints needed to embody the salient chromatic combinations, a 
large quantity of paint will be required. Furthermore, the paint must have a very specific opacity, 
consistency, and spectral curves. These characteristics are nearly impossible to achieve in the required 
quantities in studio practice alone. Thus I will establish a collaboration with a fine-art paint manufacturer to 
produce the paints in quantity. Along with the paint manufacturer, I will establish a collaboration with a 
neuropsychologist to ensure that the spectral properties of the paint match those of the human visual 
response, to the best of our current understanding (approximately 564–580 nanometers [nm] for red, 534–
555 nm for green, and 420–440 nm for blue). I will also engage with colleagues who are experts in 
precision color measurement. (I have identified candidate collaborators in all three areas.) The objective of 
these collaborations is to develop exacting quality control methods and spectrophotometric documentation 
of the spectral characteristics of the paint. However, the effect is extremely subtle, and I will need to 
participate in the production effort to verify the final colors. For the series of reference prints I will need 
about 15 to 20 gallons of each of 42 paints (21 colors in the three chromatic scales and 21 corresponding 
grays). I also envision producing tubes of paint (between 75 and 150 sets in some combination of 40 ml to 
150 ml tubes). These paint sets will be made available to educators, artists, and color theorists in 
combination with the book. The spectral documentation will accompany the reference prints made with 
these paints. 
Part 2: Reference Prints. Using the 42 perceptual paints, I will create a comprehensive set of serigraph 
prints that I believe will express an extensive spectrum of optical color. In each print, colors from the 
chromatic scales (plus gray) will be combined in a methodological, convergent manner. The initial prints will 
focus on combinations that, from my experience to date, will yield strong optical colors. After this initial 
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study, I will make additional suites of prints that reveal further dimension within that spectrum. At a 
minimum there will be 21 suites of 6 prints each, for a total of 126 prints in a set that defines an initial 
spectrum. The initial set would be reproduced in 75 to 150 sets (depending on final funding and other 
variables).  
Part 3: Monograph. In a monograph, I will explain my theory of color as an energetic medium, including a 
discussion of optical mixing, a definition of the color scales, exercises for sensing and balancing chromatic 
energy, and a key to the reference prints. This book will be a guide for understanding how to approach this 
phenomenon of color. The monograph will be a small book of about 70 pages and will be made available in 
several ways: alone, with a paint set, with a reference print set, or with both paint and reference print sets.  

IMPACT The most compelling aspect of the project is the discovery and articulation of an expanded 
“optical spectrum” composed of colors that are generated through the neurological perception of the 
harmonics and overtones of the primary color scales of red, green, and blue. It is only through the formal 
approach I am proposing that a full and potentially expanded spectrum of perceptual color will be revealed. 
After 30 years of exploration, I know that I have only begun to tap the possibilities inherent in this inquiry.  
 This work also poses a challenge to change how artists view color. In modern art, there has been a 
stubborn insistence on an instinctive, intuitive approach to creativity. By contrast, an artist who wants to 
reach this higher order of color must be willing to work within a formal discipline, namely the chromatic 
scales. Perceptual color is an elusive phenomenon that depends on nuancing the subtlest perceptual 
variables, which are not accessible without considerable practice and diligence. The artist must commit to 
refraining from aesthetic judgments in favor of observing the inherent energetic qualities of color. The artist 
must listen sensorily to the colors, cultivating and refining a visceral, whole-body awareness of color as 
electromagnetic energy. There is a level of accuracy that is absolute and objective rather than subjective. 
Like a musician tuning an instrument, the artist must tune the perceptual colors. There is a rigor that must 
be honored; in this practice there is no “almost.” The reward for this discipline is the freedom of an entirely 
new range of colors. The creation of a work thus becomes an interaction between the energy of the artist 
and the pure nature of the materials. In summary, perceptual color invites the artist  

• to abide by the inherent, autonomous energy of single colors (the perceptual primaries are never 
mixed) and thereby develop an objective, neutral “observer” relationship to the perceptual primaries  

• to recognize that in addition to their autonomy, these energies also have an inherent capacity for 
synergy 

• to submit to the limitation of three colors, which forces deeper exploration of nuance within those 
limits 

• to expand his or her sensory experience of chromatic energy from the purely visual to the visceral 
and biological, especially in the process of sensing the chromatic scales. 

 A theory of perceptual color could also inform our relationship to digital displays and digital media. 
Additive color is the essence of this medium: In our interactions with our devices, we are bathed constantly 
in the wavelengths of red, green, and blue. The concept of perceptual color humanizes the experience of 
digital color. This theory enables us to realize that, rather than dominating us, technology depends on a 
uniquely human perceptual response. This theory, technique, and resulting spectrum may speak to the 
issues and needs of digital artists, allowing them to go deeper into their understanding and experience of 
creating with light energy.  
 From my studies of the history of color theory, I understand that ideas about color are in a continually 
evolving dialogue with artistic practice. I view the full articulation of a theory of perceptual color as a vehicle 
for taking a next step in the conversation about how we see and how we perceive, whether in scientific, 
artistic, or philosophical terms. 


