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Abstract of Thesis 

Colorscapes: color-being 

“Colorscapes: color-being” presents the colors of the rainbow in individual 

therapeutic environments, each associated with an artist, an architect or an educator 

recognized for his or her work involving color. Inviting visitors to connect with the 

healing properties of color, “Colorscapes: color-being” is a response to increasing levels 

of societal depression, recognizing the potential of color immersion in everyday living 

environments to transform quality of life and well-being.   

“Colorscapes: color-being” is an exhibition that emerges out of research linking 

color to both physical and mental health, and it examines the possibilities of utilizing 

color’s healing properties. “Colorscapes: color-being” explores spaces where visitors 

particularly affected by depression or continuous stress can observe the effects of color 

and learn strategies to live more color-infused lives. 

“Colorscapes: color-being” attempts to narrow the gap between traditional 

healing methods focused largely on chemical medications and alternative, softer methods, 

such as color therapy. Through the properties of color, each relaying different 

temperatures, symbolic connections or cultural connotations, color as a healing device is 

approached using both visual and tangible ‘colorscapes.’ These are implementable in 

individual living spaces using simple interventions in personalized milieus. 
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Introduction 

In the middle of April 2020, a moment marked by the unprecedented global 

pandemic of the Coronavirus, the long-term effects of isolation and the corresponding 

impacts on the human mind point to an undeniable call for a societal address to the post-

pandemic aftermath. The severity of mental illbeing should be taken seriously. Years 

before the coronavirus outbreak, The World Health Organization declared depression a 

global crisis in 2012, including an estimate that, by 2030, depression will be the main 

cause of disabilities. This estimate included a warning that mental disorders do not 

dissolve by themselves, but worsen to substantial impairment and eventually lead to 

suicide without treatment (Giraldi 33). Within the recognition of the global crisis of 

mental health, scientists and professionals like pharmacologist Tullio Giraldi have voiced 

a coinciding concern for treatment methods focusing on chemical reinforcement, like 

antidepressants, despite the availability of more natural and individual-considerate 

methods of cognitive therapy, group physical activity, and guided self-help that have 

proven affective as alternative medical treatments (173).  

Exploring the notion of guided self-help as a means of cognitive therapy against 

depression, the “Colorscapes: color-being” thesis proposal presents design history 

examples that have taken a mindful approach to both the body and mind, not just the built 

environment. “Colorscapes: color-being” is an interpretation of the seven prismatic 

colors as used by color practitioners known for their color related executions; each color 

is presented in an individual enclosure that provides a series of unique opportunities for 

personal exploration of one’s relationship with color. “Colorscapes: color-being” 
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responds to the growing prevalence of depression and deprivation of well-being in our 

daily lives and assesses color’s healing properties in close-proximity environments. 

“Colorscapes: color-being” connects color with elements of case studies from 

color practitioners, translating the principles of their work into color-saturated physical 

environments. The color-involving techniques, approaches and alternative solutions 

borrow methods from architects Alvar Aalto, Luis Barragán, Le Corbusier, Emmanuelle 

Moureaux, artists Olafur Eliasson and Do Ho Suh, and artist-educator-scientist Josef 

Albers. Iterations of the role model’s core principles reinvestigate color’s subjective 

impact for personal interpretation. Seeking to stimulate color feeling, the colorscape 

modules invite individual exploration of color environments. 
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Chapter 2: Overview 

The “Colorscapes: color-being” exhibition aims to engage visitors with color in 

order to influence mental health treatment standards and to promote understanding of the 

capabilities of color to improve quality of life.  For example, hues often have visual 

associations with our environments; we learn to associate orange with hardware stores 

and unfinished projects, yellow with school buses and daily schedules, or green with a 

traffic light that has to be rushed in order to avoid its turning red. “Colorscapes: color-

being” invites visitors to sense familiar colors in an enclosed setting. Through immersion, 

they are encouraged to reset ingrained perceptions and to discover the new qualities that 

color can offer. 

The goal of “Colorscapes: color-being” is to adjust the way people perceive color 

via the established logics of color theory. For example, orange is warm and soothing; 

yellow possesses an energizing strength similar to sunshine; and green connects the mind 

to Mother Nature and has a calming effect. Furthermore, the goal is to push people not 

just to see, but ultimately feel color. The exhibition promotes color as something that can 

be (easily and powerfully) incorporated into everyday lives (in the form of lighting, paint, 

or even fabric-covered surfaces). By realizing how to analyze colors consciously, the 

mind will adjust towards reactional sensitivity. This extended awareness eventually leads 

from simply seeing color into the psychological realm of feeling color’s impacts, into 

relaxing or calming down in response to color. Simply put, the goal of this exhibition is 

to help people discover happier, more colorful lives in the ingredients that largely already 

exist in our everyday living environments. 
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Chapter 3: Design Narrative  

 
 “Colorscapes: color-being” features seven enclosures, each depicting one color 

that form individual microspaces. These colorscape capsules, unlinked from everyday, 

familiar environments, are realized in unique ways through surface paint colors, 

illumination and diverse three-dimensional material applications, like hung fabrics and 

paper-surfaced shadowboxes. Distilled from foundational color practitioners’ case 

studies, each color scheme is a practical adaptation of a more complex reference that 

allows for a simple and poignant transmission of the impact of color. For example, 

references to Josef Albers’ studies of yellow squares are mirrored in a colorscape that 

conveys the symbolism of the sun and energy by using illuminated yellow nesting 

shadowbox squares that emphasize the interaction of light and color. 

 

 

Figure 1. Representation of the yellow colorscape with illuminated shadowboxes 
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Site 
 
 

 The design intent for “Colorscapes: color-being” is primarily modular-led, not 

site-specific. In other words, the exhibition’s core design focuses on engaging the visitor 

with one chosen color enclosure at a time. Each module, then, could be exhibited in any 

space with sufficient square footage. The seven colorscapes form together a 

representation of prismatic colors and are based in precedent examples related to the 

seven colors of the rainbow. However, a historic setting like the Corcoran School of Arts 

and Designs’ main Flagg building’s Atrium further supports the story of the color 

modules. Unlike a plain white-box gallery, the Atrium’s architectural features—

especially the over 20ft tall stone pilasters that operate as central elements for each 

colorscape, open courtyard areas that can accommodate over 40ft high installations, and 

the overall grand scale of the Atrium—make it possible for the seven modules to be 

shown in a garden-like setting. In a schematic drawing (see Figure 2), the seven 

colorscape pods populate the Atrium courtyard. The same diagram shows the multi-

directional traffic generated by the building’s egress and layout patterns. 

 

Figure 2.  Schematic plan of the Corcoran Atrium with prismatic-order placement of color pods on the layout. 
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Infographics and Graphic Treatment 
 
 

 “Colorscapes: color-being” focuses on representing colors in a way that 

encourages individual exploration, engagement, and color feeling. In this context, the 

didactics do not play an important role; in fact, it would be possible to exhibit all 

colorscapes without any information, if a purely reflexive visitor experience were 

preferred. 

 The exhibition logo uses black lettering in a sans serif type that reflects the 

curvilinear forms used in the colorscape pods. Each pod is represented with a unique 

symbol used in connection with the respective colorscape. The colors of the seven 

symbols are color-picked from general Adobe swatches named as red, yellow, etc. Exact 

CMYK values are determined for possible advertising, printing, or apparel purposes (see 

Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Exhibition’s logo and color map. 
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 The exhibition entrance graphics include a vertical banner with the logo and 

colorscape symbols, as well as informational text using Avenir Next font (see Figure 4).  

 

The exhibition map is displayed both in the main entrance side of the Flagg 

atrium facing 17th St NW and within the New York Avenue entrance’s closest vertical 

pilasters (see Appendix).  

 

Figure 4. Entrance Graphic treatment showing logo and layout for vertical banner. 

  

Figure 5. Sample graphics on pod wall and floor decal (rendering). 
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The remaining informational graphics are not displayed in a traditional way in text 

railings or wall graphics, but rather are shown on curved, floor-surfaced decals. Only the 

citations from color practitioners are lettered on each colorscape’s wall, leaving the pod 

wall surfaces as uninterrupted and color-focused as possible (see Figure 5). 

 
The colorscapes 

 
 

 The seven colorscapes are designed to represent the spectrum of the rainbow in 

independent units. Each environment’s color reflects a specific principle associated with 

a color practitioner. Notably, each colorscape is an interpretation, a combination of color 

and the elements from case studies of artists and architects that all eventually translate 

differently depending on individual, subjective reactions. In other words, there is no right, 

wrong or single way of experiencing each colorscape. 

 

 

Figure 6. Parallel projection view of the seven colorscapes plan in the Atrium. 
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Violet 

 The emotionality of violet was highlighted in the early works of the 

Impressionists, who displayed the traditional black-and-white play of light and shadows 

in the color violet, reaching to capture the feeling of a moment on canvas. Color historian 

and writer Kassia St. Clair documents in “The Secret Lives of Color” how the 1870s 

world ridiculed Pissarro, Degas, Monet and Cézanne as infected by a rare disease called 

“violettomania” (174), yet now our eyes expect to see the sunlight’s complementary color 

violet depicted in the waning light. Color scientist Faber Birren then suggests in his book 

“Color and Human Response” that those who are “usually sensitive ... carefully avoid the 

more sordid and vulgar aspects of life” found in the mix of blue and red (124). 

 

 

Figure 7. Violet colorscape representation and its signature-practitioner’s saying. 

  

 The violet colorscape is a distillation of the specific style called “emotional 

architecture” used to describe the work of Luis Barragán (1902–88, Mexico). His work in 

mostly private residences is recognizable for bold colors and monumental wall modules 

that mix the boundaries of interior, exterior and landscape together. La Cuadra San 
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Cristóbal from 1964 is a representative example of Barragán’s design principles. Emilio 

Ambasz, a writer who stayed with Barragán while writing the architect’s work biography, 

describes the work process: “The wall is both the supreme entity, a screen for revealing 

the hidden colors [of Mexico], and a shield for suggesting never seen presences” (5). 

 The violet colorscape pays homage to Barragán’s space-dividing wall surfaces 

through stucco-finished thin wall elements that play with light and shadow filtered 

between arch modules. This generates a semi-enclosed space for calming down, 

emotional relaxation and, hopefully, spiritual exploration. 

 

Indigo 

 Most people visualize an image of dark blue with a possible hint of violet when 

they hear the phrase “deep midnight blue,” the color of indigo. The history of indigo 

seems to reach further than many others; in “The Secret Lives of Color,” the findings 

documented by Kassia St. Clair start in 600 B.C. with old dyeing instructions from 

Babylon and spread everywhere from Peru to Egypt and Europe, especially in burial 

practices, in which it was considered the color for grieving (190). Today, the dark blue is 

considered the color of maturity (used for thousands of years in African transition 

ceremonies) and seen in modern society as the prestige color of executives’ wardrobes 

and as dignity defining in the color of U.S. Navy uniforms. 
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Figure 8. Indigo colorscape representation and its signature-practitioner’s saying. 

 

 The Finnish architect Alvar Aalto (1898–1976) leaped ahead of his time in his 

approach considering patients not only during the design process but also as a main 

inspiration for design itself. In the 1930s, Aalto designed Paimio Sanatorium to provide 

privacy and to aid with patient healing. He arranged the building’s architectural form to 

open patient rooms toward natural light and added colors in unexpected saturations and 

locations, specifically thinking how patients would observe the hues, writes architect 

Diana Anderson in her essay “Humanizing the Hospital” (E535). With darker natural 

shades applied to the ceiling of traditionally sterile white hospital rooms, patients 

spending long periods in the horizontal position were able to connect with the outside 

world through the symbolic sky, alleviating the feeling of being confined to a sickroom 

(E536). 

 As in Aalto’s design, the indigo colorscape provides a symbolic safe space, 

enclosed by draperies that generate a “hospital cubicle” for resting. Highlighting the 

importance of the contrast between white sterile walls and the indigo ceiling, an 
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instinctively calming reaction occurs through one’s innate propensity to seek peace when 

feeling connected to nature. The colorscape approaches this with a sky-pattern printed 

floor and dark indigo ceiling unit lit with LED lighting that resembles a starry night sky. 

 

Blue 

 It is common knowledge that blue is a cool color, often used to describe water or 

cold elements and connected with depression; numerous songs on the radio include lyrics 

describing “feeling blue.” Faber Birren observes in his book “Color and Human 

Response” that blue is also a safe color, conservative and good for surrounding people 

who need to avoid impulsiveness (124). 

 

 
Figure 9. Blue colorscape representation and its signature-practitioner’s saying. 

 

 Blue is an essential part of the harmony-based design of Swiss-French architect 

Le Corbusier (1887–1965). After acknowledging the design principles of Purism and 

purely white spaces, Le Corbusier admitted the need for the architectural form, interior 

design and active living spaces to function together through color, points out Barbara 
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Klinkhammer in an extensive article titled “After Purism: Le Corbusier and Color.” By 

1931, Le Corbusier had generated his first commercial color system, Architectural 

Polychromy, with wallpaper and surface wall colors designed for the Swiss factory 

Salubra (Klinkhammer 34). It is imperative to understand that Le Corbusier developed 

colors as an essential part of synergistic design; the designed shell of a house came first, 

interior and art, including sculptures, filled the shell, and color wove everything together 

for harmonious, concluded unity (34). 

 The organized modular window and wall systems repeated in the La Tourette 

monastery from 1953 to 1961 inspire the blue colorscape. White from the outside, the 

floor to ceiling window modules with concrete divisions have blue window films 

following the harmonic scale of the blue Salubra system. The unit is illuminated to mimic 

the passing of a day; one end is illuminated with morning light, while only a nightlight is 

needed in the opposite entrance, imitating the movement of daylight across an 

inhabitation. 

 

Green 

 Green symbolizes life, balance and Mother Nature. The color green exists in the 

middle of the visible light spectrum. On a color wheel, green is mixed equally from 

yellow and blue but is technically considered a cool color and is therefore associated with 

calming. Kassia St. Clair writes a lot about the negative associations that were connected 

with green in medieval times, but in “The Secret Lives of Color” concludes that “it is 

generally seen as a peaceful color and is often associated with luxury and style” (209). 
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Figure 10. Green colorscape representation and its signature-practitioner’s saying. 

 

 For environmental artist Olafur Eliasson (born in Denmark in 1967), green is an 

essential color in generating communication between people and art, and he uses it in 

different forms, including in light, mist, and even to dye an entire river, as in “Green 

River,” 1998. In his “Island Series,” Eliasson focuses on connecting people with their 

feelings. He emphasizes the individual’s role in the environment and engages him or her 

in conversation; Eliasson describes his approach to the individual who is usually isolated 

by the hierarchical system of our society in his 2015 video “Light Is Life.” 

 The green colorscape is specifically inspired by Eliasson’s work “Succession,” 

from 2000, in which he grew grass on a scaffold outside a museum gallery, generating a 

feeling of the natural transitioning to artificial. Opposingly, the green colorscape displays 

an artificial green growing wall that is lit with green lighting, symbolically representing 

life and growth. The gestalt between the natural and artificial invites viewers to enter the 

colorscape and connect with the new reality. Not a question of real or artificial, but the 
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impact of green is what has an influence on us, no matter what element functions as the 

emanating device. 

 

Yellow 

 Yellow is connoted with warmth and happiness and has a symbolic connection to 

the sun and energy. 

 

 

Figure 11. Yellow colorscape representation and its signature-practitioner’s saying. 

 

 Josef Albers (1888–1976, Germany and U.S.) is considered a pioneer in modern 

color theory principles; he contributed his whole life as an educator not just by teaching 

the conventional knowledge of color theory but in his aim to expand people’s 

understanding of the capabilities of color. This included his firm belief that color interacts 

with all of our senses. He ultimately concluded that, through an awakening to 

fundamental color principles, our perception can be stimulated to feel color, as well 

(Albers 68-71). 
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 The yellow colorscape dissects radially ascending squares, resembling a series of 

paintings by Albers titled “Homage to the Square” enlarged to human scale. The nesting, 

accessible squares represented as shadowbox frames covered with translucent paper and 

illuminated from the inside represent Albers’ studies of interactions between shapes, 

color values and impacts on vision made available in an embodied experience. 

 

Orange 

 In “The Secret Lives of Color,” Kassia St. Clair writes about the divisiveness of 

orange; people either hate it or love it. She found that the artist Wassily Kandinsky 

described orange as “red brought nearer to humanity by yellow” (94). Faber Birren’s 

“Color and Human Response” analyzes colors’ impact on varying levels of human 

behavior. Birren refers to a study by German psychologist Henner Ertel, who “found the 

color orange to improve social behavior, to cheer the spirit, and lessen traits of hostility 

and irritability” (51). 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Orange colorscape representation and its signature-practitioner’s saying. 
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 Do Ho Suh (born in 1962) is a Korean sculptor and installation artist known 

particularly for gravity-defying architectural art installations. His works record his 

thoughts about migration and study shifting identities. Despite Suh having used many 

colors in his “hanging rooms,” the orange hub from “My Home/s—Hubs” (2016) or 

“Boiler Room from London Studio” seem to stand out from other, cooler-colored space 

reproductions and force a connection through the attention-seeking orange. It is left for 

the viewer to decide whether the orange is simply an included color among others or is in 

and of itself a meaningful invitation to participate in the journey. 

 The orange colorscape is a simplified version of Suh’s hubs, displaying 

translucent fabric sewn around a rigid framework. Despite the work’s transparency, some 

intimacy of a space is being generated in the overlapping layers of the colorscape, 

resulting in a passageway for experiencing a connection between opposing ends. The 

colorscape attempts to transmit a connection with memories as in Suh’s installations. 

 

Red 

 Red represents extreme feelings like passion and aggression. Kassia St. Clair lists 

the color’s cross-cultural symbolism in her research for “The Secret Lives of Color.” The 

devil and evil are classically pictured as red; red is used to describe heat, fire and blood; 

and red clothing has often marked power and the highest authority, having been worn by 

warriors, kings and cardinals throughout the world’s history (137). Red also is known as 

the universal color of love, and St. Clair notes that in today’s Asian cultures it is “seen as 

the color of joy and good luck” (136). 
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Figure 13. Red colorscape representation and its signature-practitioner’s saying. 

 

 The February 2020 “Slices of Time” installation of 168,000 laser-cut paper strips 

in 100 different colors form “a refuge from the outside world,” as described by a movie 

from NOW Gallery in London. The strips, hung methodically from a ceiling-high grid, 

are a typical production for Emmanuelle Moureaux (born in 1971), a French architect 

now living in Japan. Focusing purely on color in her installations and using 100 colors or 

more, Moureaux presents practically all the rainbow’s colors in her work. Moureaux has 

invented a word, “shikiri,” that stands for “dividing spaces using color,” a process where 

color forms actual three dimensional dividing elements rather than just painted layers 

(www.emmanuellemoureaux.com).  

 The red colorscape displays Moureaux’s shikiri interpretation through hanging 

strips of red fabric with varying color values, generating a tangible, accessible forest of 

color. Through this formed enclosure, the red colorscape invites viewers to explore the 

combination of physical soft fabric and of visual reds that together generate an 

atmosphere for the exploration of positive sensations.  
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Conclusion 
 

 
 By stepping out of learned boundaries and being open to alternative approaches, it 

is possible to improve individual mental well-being and to control the moods of 

depression through the healing properties of colored surroundings. For improved mood or 

atmosphere in our personal spaces (at home or in our designated work areas), changes 

can be subtle, executed simply with a light fixture or through brightly colored wall 

surfaces, but profound, having an impact on personal, subconscious long-term 

emotionality. 

In a world where we have, on top of an already recognized mental disorder 

epidemic, a new wave of psychological problems occurring due to the first modern 

pandemic that has confined people into their homes, it is imperative to look for solutions 

aside from chemical medication. Through the “Colorscapes: color-being” exhibition, 

individuals empowered to self-improve and ready to adjust their learned behaviors are 

introduced to simple means to live more colorful, happier lives. 
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Appendix: Design Document  

 
 The following presentation slides provide additional information on design 

elements in “Colorscapes: color-being” exhibition:  

Slide 1. Design relationships 

 

 

Slide 2.  Plan, elevation, and graphic floor signage map 
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Slide 3.  Typeface and graphic treatment sample 

 

 

Slide 4.  Graphic treatment principles with visitor map sample 

 


