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ABSTRACT 

Color is a vital healing tool that does not appear to be currently utilized as a directive for 

healing in the practice of mainstream art therapy in the United States. Rudolf Steiner, a 

philosopher, scientist, educator and artist in the early 1900’s gave indications for objective 

color properties that have been used worldwide in Anthroposophical art therapy for more that 

fifty years (Anthroposophical Medical Section, 2007). 

The researcher sought to explore color’s objective healing capacities through an overview 

of the indications of color by Rudolf Steiner and Liane Collot d’Herbois’s teachings 

combined with her own experiences of color’s effect. 

This is a heuristic study using Clark Moustakas’ systematic approach to the researcher’s 

journals, notes, color exercises, feelings and dreams to explore personal, objective responses 

and supportive experiences about color as a healing modality. The researcher will study red, 

blue and green as a sample of color. 

It is anticipated that this research will support the hypothesis that color has objective reality 

and can inform directive healing through art therapy. 

This study has the potential to increase the understanding of color when used as an art 

directive towards healing and can add to the body of knowledge in the field of art therapy. 
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CHAPTER 

INTRODUCTION 

There are many healing tools available to the art therapist in the United States. As art 

therapists we use the art process to bring change and healing to our clients. This researcher 

trained in an art therapy school that taught about color and its ability to bring change to the 

inner life of a client. Yet it has been the researcher’s experience through the art therapy 

literature review and her own art therapy training developed by Liane Collot d’Herbois from 

indications from Rudolf Steiner, that one of the most important aspects of the artistic process, 

that is color use, has not been utilized sufficiently in American art therapy because of an 

apparent limited understanding of color’s profound capacity to bring change to the inner 

world of the person who is exposed to color while creating art. This is so, even though color 

is used for very specific effects in advertising, business décor and fashion. Red is the most 

repeatedly used color in advertising because of its ability to draw attention to the product. 

Sometimes a color is used to relate to a service. Green is used to emulate freshness or 

healthfulness (Goodell, 2003). A future surgery patient wouldn’t want to have exam in a 

vermilion red room, which could create tension and bring up thoughts of blood. Wall colors 

also express ideas and create mood. Commercial interiors symbolically convey meaning by 

creating a specific dynamic around the corporate image — conservative (blues), high energy 

(yellows, oranges) and upbeat (striking contrasts of colors) (Butterfield, 1998). We can 

associate the color of fashion with efficiency, conservatism and energy. A representative 

wearing a business suit in canary yellow would not have a calming effect upon a client who 

was about to invest a lot of money into the company. 

Instead of using knowledge of color to modify mood and strengthen feelings in clients, 

color is often noticed and measured in current art therapy practices when it is used  



inappropriately in drawings and paintings as in the Formal Elements Art Therapy Scale 

(FEATS) (Brooke, 2004). Nowhere did this researcher find information in the art therapy 

literature or in her Masters in Art Therapy training indicating how to use color as a 

therapeutic tool to illicit change in standard art therapy practice. In addition to the lack of 

information in art therapy about the beneficial effects of color to bring change, is the idea 

that individual response to color is so subjective, that art therapy may not be able to 

standardize the expectations of color use. In a comparison of four studies (Gerard, 1958: 

Kwalleck, Lewis & Robbins 1988; Levy, 1984; Stone & English, 1998) on the effects of the 

subject’s mood or performance when exposed to specific colors in the environment, results 

varied. This indicated that there was, and is high subjectivity in relation to color exposure. 

This researcher accepts that individual subjective responses are common, but hopes to 

compare the color education received from an European art therapy training in objective 

color response with the researcher’s ten years of experience working with color to support 

the idea that colors have archetypal characteristics and can be used for specific results. This 

researcher has experienced that subjective responses to color from students and clients have 

been varied and personal and can offer important information about the participant, yet not 

much about the individual color. Ancient cultures believed that each color had a specific 

effect for healing beyond the initial personal reaction to color. 

The ancient Egyptians and Indians understood color and its effect for healing on the 

physical and emotional bodies. The seven chakra centers or energy centers were known to be 

connected to the seven ascending rainbow colors from red to violet (Amber, 1983). The 

researcher could find no documented use of specific colors to affect energy, mood and the 

physical wellbeing in the traditional Western art therapy literature. Rudolf Steiner in 1921, 

using the previous knowledge of color, brought the ideas of directed color use into art  



therapy and a school of art therapy developed from this. Steiner’s (1921) lectures on color 

and health have inspired artists and non-traditional art therapist in Europe and throughout the 

world. This researcher has not encountered a color application for therapy in mainstream 

American art therapy and this research study will attempt to remedy this by researching 

current understanding of color from different perspectives and combining the researcher’s 

learning with the heuristic evaluation of her own experiences with color. The importance of 

color use for the art therapist cannot be understated. According to ancient cultures and 

Steiner’s philosophy, color and the soul are inseparable (Amber, 1983), and it is in the 

psyche or self-consciousness of the client that thinking, emotional and behavioral change can 

happen. Is not the practice of psychology based upon this assumption? 

Statement of the Problem 

There is currently limited applicable knowledge of the healing effects of color available to 

American art therapists. 

The available knowledge about color’s effect is based on studies that have varied results 

leading to the understanding that the benefits of color use are limited and subjective. 

Color has mainly been used in art therapy for assessment purposes and its therapeutic 

value has not been widely used or explored. 

Research Question   

Can the objective experience of color’s ability to heal be confirmed by the researcher’s 

heuristic study on three colors, which will support past understanding of color and then be 

made available to mainstream American art therapy? 

Basic Assumptions 

This researcher has been trained in the objective use of color and has experienced color as 

a powerful asset in art therapy intervention.  



This researcher believes it is possible to understand color in such a way that color use in art 

therapy can be as both an aid to assessment and a supportive therapeutic directive tool, in 

addition to color use in assessment. 

Purpose of the Study 

This heuristic research study hopes to show that the knowledge of how color can 

objectively affect the psyche will increase the tools available to the art therapist and also give 

insight into why art has the ability to change our inner being as no other therapeutic 

modality. 

This research study will survey the available information on color use in art therapy, 

clarify the objective information on the therapeutic use of color as defined by Rudolf Steiner 

(1921) and Liane Collot d’Herbois (1993) and explore the experiences of the effect of color 

upon the researcher, to question if color has an objective reality. The goal of the researcher is 

to make this information available to art therapists in the hope that it may increase the use of 

color as an assessment tool and a directive in art therapy in such a way that art therapists can 

increase positive change in their clients. 

Hypothesis 

Each color has a universal truth beyond the subjective responses to color by an individual. 

It is hypothesized that this heuristic research will support the ideas that each of the three 

colors can elicit an archetypal response and may be used as a directive in art therapy. 

 



Definition of Terms 

Akasha: An imprint of all historical events in the etheric force of the earth. This can be 

accessed and read by someone with spiritual organs of perception. 

Ancient: A time from the distant past, before the collapse of the Roman Empire. 

Anthroposophical: Wisdom of mankind, a philosophical movement begun by Rudolf 

Steiner. 

Buddhist: An adherent to the world religion as taught by Buddha that believes that 

enlightenment and peace may be achieved by overcoming worldly desires. 

Chakra: An energy or power center that is in the body and comes from the Hindu tradition. 

Etheric: Life force surrounding earth and all living things and relates to health, water and 

plant life. 

Heuristic: A method of study that encourages personal discovery through in depth 

immersion. 

Hindu: The oldest known religion arising in Asia that believes in the unity of forms and 

ideas. 

Incarnate: To enter into physical body with soul and spirit. 

Occultist: One who seeks the hidden or unknown. 

Objective: Free of any bias or preference and exists independently of the individual. 

Psyche: The human soul or the basis of self-consciousness. 

Soul: The mediator between the spiritual and earthly elements of human awareness. 

Subjective: Based up someone’s opinions rather than facts. 

Rishies: The seven original teachers in Ancient India 

Upanishads: The sacred texts written in Sanskrit that form the basis of the Hindu 

philosophy.  



Zarathustra or Zoraster: a Persian prophet founding the religion that held the belief that 

the world had mighty opposites of a light God and a Dark God. 

Waldorf: An educational system of schools following Rudolf Steiner’s philosophy and 

indications for teaching 

Ethical Considerations 

The researcher, in the process of her research, has discovered personal feelings and 

responses to color. The quality of this research relies on the possibility that the researcher 

can have a less personal response to color within the inner world of the psyche. There is a 

possibility that the reactive emotional responses will prevent the researcher from reaching 

an objective response, thereby making this research a valuable personal journey, yet not one 

that can bring new understanding to objective use of color in art therapy. 

Personal Bias 

The researcher, because of her experience with color when working with other people, 

and her own experiences of color during her art therapy training in Europe has certain 

expectations of what she will experience during the study. The researcher would like to be 

open minded and free from bias but this may not be possible. I understand that I may have 

personal antipathies and sympathies to certain colors, yet my training has shown me that if 

one stays with a color long enough, a more objective experience of the color is possible. 

Limitations of the Study 

The primary limitations of this study were the restrictions of time. How much time would 

it take the researcher to move through her personal relationship to color, to an objective 

experience of the pure color itself? This researcher thinks it will take longer that the six 

weeks given to this study.  



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Ancient Understanding of Color 

Ancient cultures had an understanding of light and color that is only beginning to be 

explained with modern scientific knowledge. There is a wealth of information offered by 

mythology, astrology and the occultist. Modern scientists are beginning to rediscover some 

of this wisdom (Amber, 1983). Ancient Indians, Persians, Chinese, Egyptians and Greeks 

have used color and colored light as therapy to bring about changes in the emotional, mental 

and physical health of their people. 

Ancient Indian (Asia) 

The wisdom revealed in the Hindu Upanishads points to color as a healing force for the 

soul. The ancient Indians believed that the human body housed the four elements and that the 

substance of the soul was color (Amber, 1983). The seven energy centers or chakras are 

spiritual vortexes that affected not only spiritual awareness, but influenced the health of the 

physical body. They are organs by which thought and feeling first register at the emotional 

and mental level (soul), and directly affect the health of the physical body (Hills, 1977). Each 

chakra is related to a part of the gland system and is connected to a particular consciousness. 

The lower chakra starts with red and has to do with blood circulation and strong life. The 

crown chakra is violet and is connected to reverence for mystical wisdom. One can see a 

progression from bodily vital health with red through the rainbow to the attainment of 

spiritual meaning for life with violet, which is the last perceivable color of the rainbow. 

Color is as necessary to the soul as air to the body. Color is the bridge by which one crossed 

from the physical through the souls feelings into the spiritual. Color is the healing  



reconciliation of these three levels by which a human could stand upon the earth and connect 

with the cosmic powers of the universe (Amber, 1983). In the Hindu Upanishads, which date 

back to centuries before the Christ, it is described that color flows in mankind as tiny veins of 

white, blue, yellow, green and red. These Ancients believed that only from white, black and 

red, (all aspects of fire), has sprung all creation. From the red aspect of fire arises the burning 

fire, the sun, the moon and the lightning. Black color of fire is the earth and the white color 

of fire is water (Birren, 1978). 

Ancient Egyptians 

Archeologists found evidence that there were rooms in Egyptian temples that were open 

to the sun’s rays in such a way as to reveal the seven colors. Writings indicate that a person 

lacking a color would be placed in the room at the right time and therefore bathed in a 

specific color. Colors were believed by the Egyptians to have dynamic personality forces that 

directly affected the inner life and thereby the physical wellbeing of the patient. The 

Egyptian God Thoth, the spiritual awakener was connected to blue. Isis rayed forth yellow 

light that could stimulate mental processes. Osiris gave forth the heating forces of red, which 

stimulated the inbreath and gave strength to life (Amber, 1983). The primary colors red, blue 

and yellow were connected to the life strength, inner feeling and the mental processes of the 

patient. Colors were believed to be the healing activities of the Gods. The Ancients never 

used color as a personal imagination, but followed strict guidance from the priests (Birren, 

1978). 

Ancient Persians 

In the Zoroastrian tradition as taught by Zarathustra about 4000 BC, Light as the great 

Godhead was called Ahura Masda and darkness the god of counterforce was called Ahriman. 

All life was a continual balancing act between these opposing cosmic forces (Steiner, 1918).  



The God of Darkness, or earth forces created 99,999 illnesses and the Light God called for 

the co-operation of the healing god Airyaman whose name means peace. Airyaman in its 

modern form meaning is quest (Amber, 1983). Airyaman as healing spirit may then be seen 

as a questing for peace and harmony between the light and darkness. This questing for 

harmony between the opposites is where color arises from an interaction of light and dark as 

cosmic and earthly forces, or as Goethe describes poetically: “Colors are the deeds and 

sufferings of the light” (Fletcher, 1987, p. vii). 

Ancient Greeks 

The Ancient Greeks believed that the four elements could be described using colors. 

White was pure air and water, while black was of the earth, and yellow was the color of fire. 

These colors were creative beings and forces that also lived in the human being (Birren, 

1978). The Greek doctor Hippocrates (460-377BC) described health as a balancing of the 

four colored humors or fluids of the body and soul - black and yellow bile, phlegm, and 

blood. These four humors were connected to the seasons, to the elements earth/black, 

air/blood, fire/yellow, and water/phlegm. These humors were also linked to predominance of 

a specific human viewpoint and to the four temperaments or human personality types - 

melancholic/earth, phlegmatic/water, sanguine/air and choleric/fire (Steiner, 1983). This 

indicated that the wisdom of color as it related to fluids in the body was knowledge to bring 

healing to both physical medicine and to the personality as psychology, (soul health). From 

the ideas contained in Greek mythology, the rainbow was a bridge to the Gods. Iris, the 

Greek female version of Hermes or Mercury, was the goddess soul force who brought 

messages from the Gods via the rainbow bridge. This is an imaginative picture that the soul 

is a bridge between the spiritual and earthly parts of humans. It is a picture showing that  



colors are the steps leading to the spiritual aspects of self and that color is intimately 

connected to the soul as inner sense of self (Steiner, 1921). 

Cultural Understanding of Color 

Anthropological research indicated that the most interesting differences in the 

conceptualizing of color in different cultures and in twenty languages are not in the 

differentiation of colors, but in the lack of names for colors. The basic names for colors are 

common to all languages. The most elementary distinguishing principal is between darkness 

and lightness, and all colors are classified by this dichotomy. If there is a third color name it 

is nearly always red (Berlin, 1969). The basic three-folding of the principals of perceptual 

experience are common in the ancient understandings. Black, white and red are found in the 

creation mythology of the ancient Hindus. Black, white and yellow (as fire) were found in 

the Greek wisdom as the basis for human health. In Persian tradition there was light, dark and 

a mediating principal that brought healing. As perception or experience increased from the 

basic three, a following differentiation in languages brought yellow as the first to be added. 

Studies have found that some civilizations seemed to lack certain color names. Red was well 

represented but there was a deficiency of greens and blues. The idea was put forth that in 

biological evolution the retina extended its range of frequency responsiveness only gradually 

(Arnheim, 1974). Another possibility is that concepts or feelings for colors only developed 

over time and therefore only entered language as a marker of the evolution for both vision 

and of consciousness (Steiner, 1923/1979). This indicates that red was a primal experience 

and comes before green and blue. 

Colored Light used in Therapy 

For several thousand years the understanding of color has been applied in therapeutic 

practice and has begun to be rediscovered, studied and used by Western doctors during the  
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19" and 20™ century. The modern literature on color light therapy aligns with that of ancient 

cultures. The understanding of color acknowledges that colored light can have a powerful 

affect on physical and psychic energy, and has been used in this century to treat medical 

health, both physical illness and emotional mood. Max Babbit, M.D. published a book in 

1878 on the principles of light and color in relationship to healing physical illness. Dr. Max 

Luscher, a professor of Psychology, first presented a color test to an international medical 

conference in Switzerland in 1947. This color test has the ability to predict personality traits 

and preferences with accuracy (Scott, 1969). 

The medical profession has long realized that color can be used to stimulate or depress, 

relax or raise cheerfulness. Yellow can restore nerves, green increases vitality, certain colors 

can stimulate the glands, and diabetes patients irradiated with orange/ yellow light have been 

able to lower their insulin intake to one sixth of previous amounts (Clark, 1975). Clark 

further indicates that colors have long been known to affect people’s mood and behavior. 

Red impels people to action and green seems to promote well-being. Oranges and yellows 

used on the walls of intensive care units seemed to help patients feel more cheerful and 

increased positive mood and had an effect on their healing rates. Blue can be used to quiet 

violent institutionalized mental patients. Color has been seen as a form of vital nourishment 

for the whole human being. If the color spectrum brings nourishment to the body and soul, is 

it possible that we can be deficient in color, thereby creating one-sided moods, and organic 

disturbances? The Luscher Color Test was developed to show that a person’s preference of 

colors in sequence indicated very personal psychological information about the individual 

(Scott, 1969). The preference for one color or another is subjective and personal thereby 

telling us much about the person and little about color as objective creative force. In the 

knowledge gained from the ancients and rediscovered in modern times it is quite clear that  
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colors can have an objective effect upon the human as physical and psychological self. Why 

hasn’t this knowledge been taken up by the modern art therapy schools and been used more 

in practice? 

Color in American Art Therapy 

Color has been recognized in the art of physically ill children as an important indicator of 

the child’s physical and emotional condition. Susan Bach (1990) collected and studied the 

drawings of terminally ill children and found important indicators for the present health of 

the child and that the colors and images could predict future health. Dr. Bach looked at color 

use and sought to learn what the child’s body and soul was saying by the colors chosen. 

Pat Allen (1995) invited her readers to explore personal feelings through painting colors. 

These exercises seem essential for the art therapist, because color choice is an indicator about 

the personal responses of the therapist to color against the objective truth of color. This can 

reveal much about the inner life of the therapist, but little about color itself. Allen mentioned 

that each color has its positive and negative side as in red as anger or love. The focus of the 

exercises was on the subjective reactions in the therapist. There were no indications on how 

to use color in the healing process. In Advances in Art Therapy (Wadeson, Durkin & Perach, 

1989) the way color was used by different populations was examined and the meaning of the 

color choice was indicated. Yet there were no advances or indications for the use of color as 

a directed therapy. In the book The Secret World of Drawings (Furth, 1988) each color was 

discussed as to its current meaning when used in drawings. The focus was on color as an 

adjunct to assessment but not for healing. The researcher could find no instances of color 

used as a directive in art therapy to change or improve the mood of the patients. 

The meaning of colors and it use in art as discussed in the art therapy books above was 

similar to the ancient understanding of color. In studies it was found that red/orange aroused  



feelings of anger tension and energy, light bluish green brought about relaxation and self- 

effacement, and intense yellow aroused feelings of liveliness and vitality (Levy, 1980). 

Lusebrink (1990) surveyed studies on color responses and found color influenced a client’s 

arousal, and that the preference of color choice indicated the current level of arousal of the 

client. Yet Lusebrink offered no guidelines or indications for directed color use in art 

therapy. Color choice by the client has been most often used in assessment. Color is 

mentioned in a limited way by Buck (1987) in the House Tree Person drawing. Stephanie 

Brooke (2004) surveyed the use of art therapy; assessments and color use was minimally 

addressed. In Rawley Silver’s (2000) book, Developing Cognitive and Creative Skills 

Through Art, one might imagine that color usage could influence cognitive and creative skills 

but color was not addressed to encourage specific responses in cognition using art therapy. 

Color was given half a page in Oster and Gould’s (1987) book on drawings and assessment 

in therapy. Color was described in an apparent superficial way with similar indicators such as 

red for aggression, dark colors for depression. Because color can affect our feelings, our soul 

mood, one might expect a book on the more spiritual aspects of art therapy to address color 

as an adjunct to improve mood and raise the spirits of the patient. In Horovitz (2002) 

Spiritual Art Therapy there was a brief connection to light in relationship to God, but there 

was no mention of color and its relationship to spiritual feeling. In Art as a Spiritual Path 

there was no mention of color or the correlation between color and our feelings for the divine 

(Allen, 2005). 

The Need for an Image of Color Health for Art Therapy 

Just as the medical and psychological professions have an idea of, or use an image of what 

a healthy physical body and mental processes may look like, to guide their profession, this 

researcher believes that before one can heal through art, art therapists may need an image of  



healthy art as it is expressed by healthy feelings, thoughts and actions of the client. This 

researcher has been guided by an image of health in the human soul and holds the opinion that 

art therapists need such a guiding image of health. Without a clear idea of a balanced, fully 

functioning human as a guide, how can a therapist know if the client is moving closer to 

health or away from health or towards balance and wholeness? This researcher has found this 

needed, archetypal model for health, through Rudolf Steiner’s work (1861-1925). His 

spiritual research brought forth a picture of the human, as a spiritual light being that 

incarnated into the darkness of a physical body with the breathing and heart rhythmic forces 

mediating to bring health. The rhythmic heart and breathing activities allow the soul to move 

and balance between the polarities of thinking and doing. This model, which started in 

Europe, is used by all of the Anthroposophical doctors, nurses, therapists and educators now 

around the world The Anthroposophical art therapies try to bring harmony between thinking 

and acting through the middle realm of feeling and breathing. This is the realm of color. In 

contradiction to Newton, who asserted that colors arise from the splitting up of light, Goethe 

taught that color arises from the intermingling of light and darkness, or that color arises 

between light and darkness (Fletcher, 1987). Rudolf Steiner supported this fact and said 

further that we must have color experience, or we cannot grasp what the world of color is 

(Steiner, 1921). The arts are ideally suited to give us experience of color. Color in artistic 

creations can balance our inner expressive self and our outer experience, our divine and our 

earthly and our thinking and doing. Through Rudolf Steiner’s (1909) spiritual investigations 

of the Akasha Chronicle, he saw how the human being had come into creation through many 

different stages and conditions. He saw that the human consciousness is in constant movement 

and change. In fact, movement is a vital requirement of health. Color also is in constant 

movement and change and can positively affect the health of the soul (Collot, 1993). Rudolf  



Steiner founded Anthroposophy, a philosophy of the understanding of humanity and 

introduced the idea of the threefold human soul forces of thinking, feeling and willing as 

separate areas of consciousness and movement. These soul forces arise between the spiritual 

and the bodily nature (Steiner, 1986). These three soul forces are addressed in the three levels 

of art expression developed by Lusebrink’s work on the Expressive Therapies Continuum 

(ETC). Active willing expresses or experiences itself through sensory or kinesthetic level. 

Feeling or lack of feeling expresses itself at the affect and perceptual level. And thinking can 

be cognitive or creatively symbolic (Lusebrink, 1990). 

Steiner (1914) described the three soul forces arising as a ‘between space’ where our self- 

awareness occurs which allows the human, as spirit, to work within the physical body. In 

Occult Science Steiner (1909) described how our body was created from Divine will or 

warmth activity. This is the realm of the darkness of earth red activity. This is the deep 

unconscious, the creative unknown power, which also created our physical earth. Our soul’s 

feeling and consciousness arise through the interaction of waters dark dreaming and light’s 

awakening consciousness. All the colors arise between the light air and dark water and weave 

from movement to form (Collot, 1993). During a lifetime, every birthing and in every act of 

creation, we can recapitulate these primal stages: from active warmth through to action, then 

to movement of dreaming feeling forces, and finally to forming of thoughts, which shape or 

form understanding as light activity. These archetypal stages can be seen as the foundation 

for all creating, whether this creating is through art or any other project. 

Rudolf Steiner and Ancient Wisdom Unite 

Steiner’s philosophical view, and image of the ideal body for education and therapy, had a 

connection to the sacred texts given by the seven great teachers or Rishis in the Ancient 

Indian civilization. This teaching revealed this wisdom at people’s level of consciousness and  
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experience, which was that the Light as being, was not yet incarnated, but lived in the spiritual 

worlds. The Ancient Persians, Egyptians, Buddhists, etc. revealed this understanding through 

their own spiritual teacher’s specific for their own developing consciousness and indicated 

that the Light of the sun was coming closer. Anthroposophical knowledge told us that the 

Buddha gave humanity the eightfold path of awareness to bring quiet to the soul and prepare 

for the incarnating light and the eventual teaching of the Christ Light (Steiner, 1986). At the 

event of the Christ, or as this event was recognized by pagan traditions as the Sun God’s 

uniting with the earth, humans left the family, village consciousness of the previous 

consciousness, and received from Christ an individual spark of God. This is the potential 

spiritual or higher self as higher ego. The pre-Christian mystery wisdoms clothed the religious 

pictures for the people of that time, who had different constitutions, to enable them to 

recognize God in a way corresponding to the particular consciousness of those evolutionary 

epochs (Steiner, 1981). In a lifetime, one recapitulates these stages of consciousness from 

dark dream consciousness to light awake consciousness. This development of a lifetime can 

also be seen as working through the rainbow from red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo to 

violet (Collot d’Herbois, 1992). 

The guiding image for the therapies from Steiner was that a human is a spiritual being with 

strengths and intentions and at birth the spiritual intentions enters into an inherited physical and 

emotional family body. The struggling duality of spirit as light of consciousness and body as 

darkness creates the condition whereby the body of feelings may arise. The resulting consciousness 

lying between these polarities is the temperament, soul or personality. The soul arises from an 

interaction of spirit light entering earthly darkness. Color arises from the interaction of light and 

dark. This is why the soul, as feeling, is so closely connected to color. From the therapeutic 

perspective, moving the soul towards health uses art therapy such as, painting, drawing, clay  
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modeling, and other expressive arts such as singing and body movement. Depending where the 

individual may have imbalance that affects the activity of thinking, feeling or willing, that is light, 

color and darkness, a different artistic therapy is used. 

Subjective Color expression 

Children, adolescents, adults and elders will make gestures, movements and images with color 

when offered art materials. The gestures and relationships of the feelings or the inner life are 

reproduced on paper. Artworks when looked at as personal expressive revelations of movement and 

relationship can for the Steiner inspired art therapist, become deep insights into the inner soul, 

driving motives, emotional life and outer behaviors of the client (Collot, 1993). When a client 

observes the created artwork looking at the art as phenomenon, the client can have deep insights 

into their own inner life (Betensky, 1987). 

Objective Color as Healing 

With the Anthroposophical approach to painting as therapy, art therapists use the rainbow 

colors and light and darkness to stimulate the soul to healthy movement. Colors as mediators 

between light and dark relate to our feelings and are always in movement (Collot, 1993). 

Color can move towards the lighter pallet and awaken sluggish thinking or with devotional 

colors like violet and green can calm the drives and passions of the instinctual, survival 

feelings. When working with color, the anthroposophical art therapist can offer the whole 

rainbow, the full spectrum of possible positive feelings to the client. Each human soul needs 

all of the colors active as devotion, reverence, compassion, which are some of the moral 

feelings. Nature always gives truth and when we look to her colored garment as the rainbow 

one can learn about the world soul as color. A fundamental premise from this approach is that 

if humans remain only guided by emotions and drives or negative unconscious darkness, then 

the spiritual self as light will be prevented from full incorporation. The soul will then be  
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limited in the range of pure colors or moral feelings available for life experience. This in turn 

reduces the range of movement for the soul (Collot d’Herbois, 1993). 

Liane Collot d’Herbois’s Color use in Painting Therapy 

The Anthroposophical approach to art therapy uses the knowledge of color to bring balance 

and healing to patients as the researcher has experienced. Yet this knowledge has not been 

taken up by the American art therapists. In a survey of literature on art therapy used by art 

therapists in the United States the researcher found mention of Rudolf Steiner’s (1921) 

approach to healing with art and color in only two places. In Rubin’s (1999) Art Therapy: An 

Introduction, she introduced some spiritual approaches to art therapy and mentioned Liane 

Collot d’Herbois and Hauschka who are the two main pioneers of Anthroposophical art 

therapy from the teachings of Rudolf Steiner. Unfortunately she assigned the wrong name of 

therapy to each person and gave no description of what the guiding principles are or what 

these types of art therapies practice. The Liane Collot d’Hebois schooling in art therapy is 

called Painting Therapy. Neither stream is called color therapy as indicated. There was 

another place where Anthroposophical approach to art therapy was mentioned and it was by 

Shaun McNiff (2004) where he discussed briefly color in relationship to the Anthroposophical 

approach. This researcher, trained and experienced in the approach being discussed, found in 

her opinion that McNiff did not seem to grasp an understanding and application of color as a 

directive healing treatment as used in Anthroposophical therapies. 

Liane Collot d’Herbois (1993) was the founder of the understanding of light, darkness and 

color as used in the Anthroposophical art therapy and was the researcher’s teacher. Collot 

indicated that it is the ‘HOW’S’ of the artistic working that are closer to the inner feeling life 

of the client than the “WHAT” images that are so influenced by the mind. This could also be 

termed that process is more important for healing that the product. The product is a great  



asset in assessment. Light, Darkness and Color as therapy work with the way the inner life 

bears consciousness and affects behaviors and feelings and how these are expressed in the 

outer relationships of each person (Collot, 1993). As one of the mothers of the art therapy 

movement in America, Margaret Naumburg (1987) indicated that the unconscious is always 

trying to make itself conscious. The use of art can access deep hidden feelings and motives 

that have arisen during preverbal development and is an ideal medium to give voice to the 

unconscious processes. Collot (1993) in her book on art therapy has given powerful means to 

lead the troubled unconscious toward harmony and healing through the laws of Light 

Darkness and Color. 

Collot (1993) indicated that in a therapeutic art exercise using charcoal, a person would 

make the conflicting interactions of their internal struggle of opposites as light and darkness 

visible on the paper. Each color has a logical and sequential correlation to the degree of 

darkness or the degree of light. This is seen in the rainbow phenomenon. 

Light, Darkness and Color working in the Human. 

The incorporation of the higher self has to do with both light and darkness. The spiritual 

self, incarnates from above through the light of thinking and below through the warmth of the 

will (Steiner, 1919). Through the light manifesting in consciousness, our higher ego works 

down through the brain, spinal cord and nerve system, which is like a web of light and then 

into the warm darkness of the blood. The forming activity of the light belongs to the thinking 

process of separating and clarifying. When this forming process of the light works too 

deeply, we see a hardening and cooling process in our soul and throughout the organism. Art 

can reveal this process (Collot, 1992).  



Red. Blue and Green 

Red is connected to the deep darkness that lies in front of the light. The path of the ego 

or awareness from below through darkness seems to almost come up from the spiritual earth 

into our organism. This is not a path of awake consciousness, but of strength, warmth and 

connection (Collot, 1993). All our creative energy is born in this unformed stream of 

possibility; our strength of will leads to how we transform the earth with our deeds, how we 

connect ourselves through our work to others. This dark path of our individuality, also works 

into our warmth organism, our ability to digest and transform matter, food and experiences 

into impulses for change and movement. There are specific relationships of dark and light 

that live behind the world of weaving color. The red spectrum from the deepest dark red to 

the most transparent yellow can only appear in atmosphere (the most lawful expression of 

color), when light shines through the darkness (Collot, 1993). Another way of saying this is 

that red appears when the darkness moves in front of the light. These colors are warm, active 

and stimulating to the soul and vary color by the degree of substance or darkness. These 

colors are additive or are created by adding darkness. Red is the expression of the active 

darkness. Goethe indicated that red is a color of intensification, and when one looked at a 

landscape through red glass one experienced a landscape in a terrible light, like the light of 

Judgment Day (Fletcher, 1987). Red had also been likened to the wrath of God by Steiner, 

and he said that when one immerses oneself in red and feels the Divine Wrath then one learns 

how to pray for forgiveness (Steiner, 1921). In art therapy red is connected to anger, passion 

and unconscious drives (Collot, 1993). In moderation red can intensify our feeling of being 

alive and can strengthen our feeling of wellbeing (Hauschka, 1985). Red stimulates primal 

feelings of being alive, strong and active and moves us towards action in the future.  



Blue on the other hand gives opposite qualities to red. Blue can bring inner quiet. The 

blue spectrum arises when light shines between us and darkness (Collot, 1993). We can see 

this relationship in the blue of the sky or water. When one wants to bring something Divine 

into the earthly then one paints blue. Blue demands that it be of its fullest nature at the 

periphery and at its least intensity in the center (Steiner, 1921). Blue is an inward receiving 

color. Blue is receiving light as divine into itself. Blue can arise as a degree of light shining 

in front of a dark backdrop. This darkness is passive and needs to receive the light for the 

blues to arise (Collot, 1993). When painting with blue one draws into oneself and puts an 

enclosure around (Steiner, 1921) Turquoise, cobalt blue, indigo and violet are made visible in 

the atmosphere by a greater or lesser light activity on the passive darkness. These colors 

focus us towards our inner life and our reflective consciousness, just as blue reflects back the 

light (Steiner, 1921). Cobalt Blue lies between the lighter color of turquoise, which affects 

the thinking, and the darker color of indigo, which draws us down to our deep unconscious 

knowing. The way in which the light and darkness meet in us creates our personal sense of 

ourselves as an inner being who feels and interacts with others. Unlike red, blue draws away 

from us in the outer world and leads us to our inner world of quiet soul contemplation 

(Collot, 1993). Blue invites reflection and introspection of the past. 

Green is a color that neither activates, stimulates or leads us inward. Green can bring an 

inner stillness and quiet sense of the self as a spiritual being (Collot, 1993). When one dives 

down into green one can experience an inner strengthening of that which one is in that 

particular incarnation. One experiences an inner increase of the ego forces (Steiner, 1921). 

The color green, which mirrors the earthly life of plants has something calming within it; one 

can feel ones ground underfoot (Hauschka, 1985). Goethe said that equilibrium is created 

between the active red/yellow spectrum and the inner blue spectrum when green is created  
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(Fletcher, 1987). Green is connected to the heart chakra (Amber, 1983) and brings awareness 

to the present moment as it unfolds. 

The red spectrum stimulates us to action, to movement, while the blue spectrum takes 

us on a quiet inner journey of receptivity and reflective knowing. Green is a space between 

these two activities and can increase the sense of the self in the present moment. The 

literature has indicated that these three colors have different effect upon the human feeling 

life and this heuristic study will explore the researcher’s responses to red, blue and green. 

Summary 

The ancients understood that color has a close connection to the inner world of feelings 

and that color can connect a person as a bridge to a spiritual sense of meaning. Rudolf Steiner 

(1921) has brought the understanding of color into the current day with a scientific approach 

to the phenomenon of color, so that the knowledge of colors and how each color can bring 

spiritual connection and healing to our soul, that is, our life of feelings. This information is 

available for art therapists to deepen their therapeutic work using art therapy. Red, blue and 

green are indicated to have very different effects upon the feeling life and this study will 

explore these indications with the researcher’s own exposure and recorded experiences of the 

three colors. 

There is a need for the understanding of color to become available for students and 

practitioners of art therapy working in the United States so that the art therapist can 

understand how specific colors can be us as a directive to invite specific changes within the 

feelings and thoughts of the client.  



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

A retrospective heuristic study based on Moustakas’ systematic approach to assess the 

effectiveness of the understanding of specific colors as they can apply to use in art therapy 

through personal enquiry. 

Participants 

The researcher engaged in personal retrospective exploration of red, blue and green to examine 

the ways in which red, blue and green usage, art making, poetry and dreams revealed 

her own responses and transformed and modified her resistance to those colors. 

Materials 

The raw data will be the journals, notes and color exercises done by the researcher 

during her training in Holland and over the last ten years of teaching. Materials include 

watercolor paper and pastel paper 18” x 24”, a one inch brush and water color paint carmine 

red, cobalt blue, and viridian green and the same colors in firm chalk pastels. 

The apparatus for measuring will be the enquiring mind of the researcher as she attempts 

to separate retrospectively and currently, her personal response to color from the objective 

reality of color. It is the researcher’s belief that the objective experience of color can aid 

other art therapists and thereby make a contribution to the field of art therapy. 

Procedures 

The procedure of the study will require the researcher to follow Moustakas’ core 

processes of heuristic enquiry (Moustakas, 1990),  



The phases of the heuristic study involve: 

kL The initial engagement with the subject matter. The researcher needs to be passionate 

about the subject and from this first encounter the research question arises and awaits 

the disciplined commitment of inquiry from the researcher. 

Analytical Immersion into the ideas, teachings and experiences of color as raw 

material for the study. This stage will require alertness, concentration and self- 

searching. The researcher will practice new color exercises to compare with the 

previous journal and notes on color experiences. 

Incubation period of time where the researcher allows the experiences to mature, 

enabling the tacit and intuitive knowing to expand understanding. 

Creative Immersion when full examination and organization of the core themes of the study. 

Creative Synthesis when after a quiet reflective period the researcher assembles the core 

themes into a creative form. Written response will be documented for the new experiences 

Illumination leading to a breakthrough when the researcher is open to new discovery. 

Validation of the study where the validity of meaning is questioned. 

 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

RED 

Day 1 Initially I assessed my mental, emotional and physical self. I was not very focused, a 

little apprehensive and somewhat tired physically. 

I began this research on the first day by painting an 18” x 25” sheet of watercolor paper with 

an even medium wash of crimson from top to bottom. I repeated this on the same paper five 

times until the red appeared darker and darker and took on a true red hue. This process took 

thirty-five minutes as I went slowly and was careful to leave no gaps in the wet into wet 

wash. 

I sat gazing at the colored surface for five minutes. 

I then re-assessed my mental, emotional and physical responses to the red. I was more alert, 

more focused, because of the painting technique, yet not more peaceful. My physical energy 

had increased some. 

I searched my emotions to see if anything had arisen with the painting of the red. I felt 

somewhat pressured or pressed. 

Dreams I dreamt that someone was trying to get into my house and I was fearful and tried to 

lock the doors. The intruder never managed to break in. 

Day 2 [I assessed my mental, emotional and physical wellbeing. I noticed I was still 

somewhat unfocused and groggy, similar to yesterday. My emotional sense was a little more 

off balance with some tenseness. I had low energy.  
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I painted a similar picture to yesterday with the same time allotment. I had a stronger sense 

while painting that the red was pushing on me. I felt pressure and I also felt hot. My energy 

level rose. 

Dreams I dreamt one dream where I was being chased. I couldn’t see their faces but I was 

afraid. I had another dream where my father was correcting me on the way I was cooking a 

meal. 

Day 3 I painted red with the same colored paint and size of paper but I worked it from the 

center out in rising curves instead of straight washes across the paper. I painted until the 

whole paper was covered with at least three layers of red about thirty minutes. I aimed to 

have the red darker in the center of the paper and lighter towards the periphery. I 

immediately felt the energy of red trying to move. I felt it in my stomach. I also felt my 

resistance to it. I felt a little dizzy. I also felt hot and a pressure in my head. My breathing had 

become more rapid. My energy level rose yet it didn’t feel comfortable. 

That day I felt irritable and didn’t want human interaction. I felt like there was some 

emotional pressure that was likely to erupt. 

Dreams I dreamt that I was walking along the ocean at night. First it was peaceful, but then 

it was so dark I was afraid. I tried to walk away from the water but I couldn’t. This is a 

reoccurring dream and brings up powerlessness and fear. 

Day 4 [repeated the third day’s painting. I could enjoy the painting process now and I 

focused on letting the red flow and relaxing with the brushstrokes. I didn’t feel the pressure I 

had felt the day before. Mentally I was peaceful but not focused. My physical energy revived 

while painting and by the time I finished I was also more relaxed and yet I felt very present. 

That day I felt more vitally alive and stronger. I felt my physical presence stronger when in 

the company of others. I said no, to two requests for help and I felt good about saying no.  



27 

Dreams I didn’t remember any dreams but I felt like I had been with a good friend all night 

when I awoke. 

Day 5 I spent thirty minutes reading all of the information on red from ancient history, from 

my notebooks and from my training. I also reviewed some of my case studies in relationship 

to red. I tried very hard not to make judgments about red, only to take in the information. I 

then sat for fifteen minutes in an open minded space and released all of the information and 

my experiences with red. 

I had a good day, energy flowed and I seemed to accomplish what I needed to. I had a little 

irritation with a colleague who was rambling on. 

Day 6 I did an artistic interpretation of red with pastels. I worked quickly and had 

enthusiasm for the project. I worked for sixty-five minutes and then sat and observed my 

work for ten minutes (FIGURE 1). My intention was to create a full strong movable red. 

The rest of my day went well. I ran into some an old friend and I reminded my self to keep in 

touch with her. 

Dreams I had a dream where I was romantically involved with someone. I wanted the 

relationship to become sexual but the friend wanted it to be platonic. Never the less there was 

great closeness that arose in the dream and stayed with me all morning after I awoke. 

Day 7 I sat quietly for thirty minutes and left an open mind and heart for red to speak back 

to me. Later that day I sat down to write out of my experiences with red. A poem was the 

easiest way to get into the energy and effect that red had upon me. 

LIFE 

Vital and rich, warm and pressing 

Red offers me of itself, even if I don’t want it 

Red offers me its heart, its warmth and strength  



I step back, I resist, I feel my own fear 

I feel red insistent and generous 

Still 1 fear the power and depth 

Time with red, at the dinner table, in bed 

I dream of my red encounters of old 

Red between myself and others.... 

I stop fighting red, my own red 

I relax with red 

I become red, and begin to flow 

I become strong in myself, my blood, my connections 

Red vitalizes my feeling of myself as a strong human heart who can 

offer of herself. 

FIGURE 1 - Free artistic expression of Red.  



BLUE 

Day 1 Initially I assessed my mental, emotional and physical self. I was somewhat focused, 

I was looking forward to blue yet was somewhat tired physically. 

I began this research on blue by painting an 18” x 25” sheet of watercolor paper with an even 

medium wash of cobalt blue from top to bottom. I repeated this on the same paper five times 

until the blue appeared darker and darker and took on a true blue hue. This process took 

thirty-five minutes as I went slowly and was careful to leave no gaps in the wash. 

I sat gazing at the colored surface for five minutes. 

I then re-assessed my mental, emotional and physical responses to the blue. I was more alert, 

more focused, because of the painting technique and more peaceful. My physical energy had 

decreased some. 

I searched my emotions to see if anything had arisen with the painting of the blue. I felt 

relaxed and my tension had eased and I felt more tired. 

Dreams I do not remember any dreams. 

Day 2 1 assessed my mental, emotional and physical wellbeing. I noticed I was clear 

headed, a little nervous, and had low energy. 

I painted a similar picture to yesterday with the same time allotment. I had a stronger sense 

while painting that the blue was enclosing me. 1 became a little apprehensive and my 

tiredness increased. 

Dreams I dreamt one dream where I was high up on a mountainside. I was climbing and 

was okay till I looked down. I slipped and let go. I fell and awoke with a start. I felt shaken 

and the feeling stayed during the day. 

Day 3 1 painted cobalt blue with the same colored paint and size of paper but I worked it in 

concave strokes from the periphery across the paper instead of straight washes, I painted until  
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the whole paper was covered with at least five layers of blue about thirty minutes. I aimed to 

have the blue darker in the edges of the paper and lighter towards the center. I began to feel 

somewhat closed in. Yet the main experience was tiredness. My thinking was focused and 

my feelings were subdued. 

Dreams [I dreamt someone came into my room when I was sleeping. I sensed them even 

though I couldn’t see anyone. I couldn’t move or cry out. It was a disturbing dream. 

During the day I felt subdued and distant from people. I didn’t want to interact. I was still 

very tired physically. 

Day 4 I repeated the third day’s painting. The main thing I noticed was that my energy was 

stronger. I felt peaceful in painting the blue. I felt how quietly the blue flowed and I felt my 

self inwardly stronger. 

Dreams I was inside a great building. I was with others but yet I was alone. I was looking 

up at a high window where the light was coming through. I saw a large bird hit the window 

from the outside but the window didn’t break. I was afraid the bird would get in. 

During the day I felt tired and distant. 

Day 5S I went over the information on blue from all sources including my notebooks from 

my training and my experiences working with others with blue. I sat quietly for twenty 

minutes letting it all pass through me and then willing myself to be very quiet. 

That day I felt inwardly quiet and distant my energy level was medium. 

Day 6 I did an artistic interpretation of Blue. I worked quietly and thoroughly enjoying the 

layers of blue as they retreated into the darkness. I became calm and pensive. I worked for 

ninety-five minutes on the art project. I felt revived at the end. I sat and observed the blue 

work for fifteen minutes (FIGURE 1). My intention was to create concave gestures that 

revealed inner space.  
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The rest of that day I was aware of a great quietness in my feelings. Focus was increased and 

there was no nervousness. I had an increase of my energy. I didn’t seek out people and I 

didn’t answer the phone when it rang. 

Day 7 I spent twenty minutes reviewing all of the blue experiences with what I had read and 

then consciously let everything go. I adopted a listening mood for another twenty minutes. 

Later that day I let my experiences with blue guide me when I wrote a poem. 

SOUL 

Oh Blue, why do you surround me, engulfing me 

and why do you retreat from me 

I seek and I seek and I cannot find, I become afraid 

Be quiet you say, listen 

Listen to the silence, to your heartbeat 

Quiet the questions of your mind. 

Blue surrounds me, it protects me, it separates me 

And in this quiet I find myself, light filled, devotional 

and reflected in me 

Is the world 

Is the light of the world 

And I slowly begin to understand 

Only in Blue can I know myself 

Separate 

And learn to receive in gratitude  



FIGURE 2 - Free artistic expression of blue. 

GREEN 

Day 1 Initially I assessed my mental, emotional and physical self. I felt clear in my mind, 

emotionally calm, and low on energy. 

I began this research on the first day by painting an 18” x 25” sheet of watercolor paper with 

an even medium wash of viridian green from top to bottom. I repeated this on the same paper 

five times until the green appeared darker and darker and took on a true green hue. This 

process took thirty-five minutes as I went slowly and was careful to leave no gaps in the 

wash. 

I sat gazing at the colored surface for five minutes. I then re-assessed my mental, emotional 

and physical responses to the green. 1 was more alert, more focused, because of the painting 

technique, and more peaceful. My physical energy had increased some.  



[ searched my emotions to see if anything had arisen with the painting of the green. I felt 

somewhat sleepy. The green was a little boring to do and I had to keep on task and not 

daydream. 

The rest of the day went smoothly. I was aware of the greens in nature and how pleasing they 

were. 

Dreams I had no significant dreams. 

Day 2 I assessed my mental, emotional and physical wellbeing. I noticed I was clear 

headed, a calm, and had medium energy. 

I painted a similar picture to yesterday with the same time allotment. I had a stronger sense 

while painting, that the green was unchanging and flat. I had to keep my focus and it was an 

effort. I began to dislike the green. I began to long for change. 

Dreams I dreamt that I was with too many people and they were crowding me. I was 

looking for someone and I couldn’t find that person. I began to panic. 

Day 3 I painted viridian green with sap green with the same size of paper but I worked the 

viridian green vertically and the sap green on the lower part of the paper horizontally. Both 

colors were flat and even washes. I painted until the whole paper was covered with at least 

five layers of both greens about thirty minutes. I was very uninterested in the whole process. 

I disliked the green and my energy became disturbed. I felt irritated. 

Dreams I did not remember my dreams. Yet I was heavy headed and it was hard to wake in 

the morning. I was mildly irritated that day. The afternoon was better and I felt more energy 

and a more positive mood. 

Day 4 [repeated the third day’s painting. I didn’t react to the green so strongly today. I 

painted it and my mind became blank and my energy level was medium and did not change  



with the painting. I did notice that my breathing evened out. I became aware that I was 

restless. 

Dreams I was in a familiar kitchen and had to prepare a great meal. Time was pressuring me 

and I kept making mistakes and couldn’t find the right ingredients. There was tension and 

some anger. 

Day S I went over the information on green from all sources including my notebooks, from 

my training and my experiences working with others with green. I sat quietly for twenty 

minutes letting it all pass through me and then willing myself to be very quiet. 

That day I felt some restlessness, but I also felt very aware of everyone. I noticed things that I 

would not normally notice like how someone did their hair or what color they were wearing. 

Day 6 I did an artistic interpretation of both the cool and warm greens. I worked quietly and 

it was quite difficult to get involved with the greens until I brought some violets and pinks 

into the picture. The green became more interesting to me then. I needed breaks while 

working and it took me overall longer to complete this exercise about two hours. I felt like I 

had achieved something when I felt finished (FIGURE 3). My intention was for a very quiet 

picture with no great depth. 

The rest of that day I felt the sense of achievement stay and self-satisfaction was present. 

Mental, emotional and physical energies seemed quiet and even. 

Day 7 I spent twenty minutes reviewing all of the green experiences with what I had read 

and then consciously let everything go. I adopted a listening mood for another twenty 

minutes. Later that day I let my experiences with green guide me when I wrote a poem. 

QUIET SPIRIT 

Green oh green how still you are 

Flat and even and so boring  



Why do you just lie there? 

Why don’t you entertain me? I feel restless 

I feel I have no goal, 

I am but floating on an ocean of green, eternally 

So still, so still I sense you now 

I sense the now in you, I sense my stillness 

I feel all life 

In a moment of stillness 

I sense the mood, between breaths 

I sense the now 

I sense my spirit, quiet 

Oh so quiet in green. 

Figure 3 -Free artistic expression of Green.  



CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Conclusions 

I recorded immediate responses, later experiences in the day and dreams as raw data. I did 

not analyze the dreams, but let them stand as pure feeling pictures. In my client work I have 

found that dreams are a direct night response, in image, of the feelings that are aroused and 

upon which work is in progress. When I reviewed the results of this study I am surprised to 

note that even with all of my knowledge and experience with color, I did not immediately 

experience the color directly. Instead in red I felt the red outside of myself pushing on me. It 

took three days of being with red before I began to feel the revitalizing effect that red is 

supposed to have upon one. I initially experienced my own challenges with red. And that is, 

that I had a personal response to red and felt its aggression before I feel its warmth and 

strength. Am I surprised? Yes. I thought I had done enough personal work that I would not 

object to red. This shows me that one’s response to color goes very deep and knowledge 

alone cannot affect these deep instinctual and personal reactions. This indicates that a first 

response will usually be subjective and that a therapeutic approach would then lead one 

towards an objective or truthful experience of a color. Four days of painting red were needed 

before my resistance began to break down and for me to feel the benefits of red. Before this I 

had responses that weakened me instead of strengthening me, as red is stated to do. This 

information is very valuable for me personally. Professionally this information can also alert 

me to my preferences or difficulties with certain colors and what a color may represent as 

soul expression. I may react negatively when a person acts green-like and does not reveal too 

much about himself or seems uninteresting.  
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I was also surprised that I had some personal issues with blue. I would have thought that 

I loved blue and would experience it purely, immediately. Yet I do have some claustrophobia 

and this seemed to be triggered when I was painting the blue. Even though I thought that I 

loved blue, it took four days of painting it until I stopped having negative responses like 

tiredness. The positive reflective and inward feelings could then be experienced. 

I had no idea that I had issues with green. Green is so simple I suppose I have usually 

overlooked it. I struggled with green more that with red and blue. This struggle taught me 

about my own personal issues as related to green. I was still somewhat restless even after day 

five of painting green. My artistic green picture also showed me that I couldn’t bear green 

alone but that I needed complimentary colors to liven things up. This exercise gave me 

valuable feedback about my own personal struggles with being present and inwardly still. 

Did I have an objective experience of green? I don’t think I could get beyond my personal 

subjective feelings in green. I could not deeply enter the green experience. I did begin to feel 

quiet and somewhat refreshed, but this exercise told me that I needed to continue to work on 

my green issues. 

This heuristic study supports the idea that red can be energizing. It also shows that red can 

be difficult and can oppress one with its strength. This study also showed that blue can bring 

inner reflection, but also that nervousness about being closed in can be a personal reaction to 

blue. This study showed my personal limitations with green that prevented a full and 

objective experience of green. Yet there were indications that green could calm ones mood 

and refresh one’s energy. I would have needed to paint green longer to have a fuller and more 

objective receiving of green. 

This study supported the ideas that a first response to a color can be personal. This 

personal response is important for assessing a client’s personal relationship to a color. This  
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personal response can often hold the opposite of the expected response to color as in my own 

first response to red and then particularly green. The study also provided evidence that if one 

continues to paint with a color, one can work through personal reactions, or likes and dislikes 

of a color, and can experience the color for itself or objectively. This is the basis for healing 

with color. This implies that with continuous exposure to a color, a negative reaction to color 

can be changed, moved or lessened. This movement to accept a color for its own qualities, 

beyond personal reaction, means that one can rediscover a color and lose previous negative 

reactions to it. This has great implications for our feeling life, for example, if I do no longer 

find red aggressive but can learn to love its strength. This can lead to loving one’s own 

strength and then strength experienced in the world. The study did not show how long one 

needs to stay painting a color for this reduction of negative response to occur. 

Discussions 

The fact that art therapy in the United States has not taken up color therapy can stimulate 

interesting discussion. I propose that the American value of free will has something to do 

with this. I have found in life in the United States there is an over-emphasis on leaving 

another free to do whatever the individual thinks he or she needs. This can be seen even in 

the practices of letting children eat when and what they want, and going to bed when they 

want. This leaves the parents free to not feel they are imposing their ideas upon the child. In 

art therapy this idea translates into leaving the patient free, and not imposing the will of the 

therapist upon the healing process and then trusting that the patient’s continued self 

expressions will lead to self healing. 

The overemphasis on the sacredness of free expression limits the benefits of directed 

therapy. In no other art discipline do we call any untrained self-expression art. In music, 

dance and drama, there is an organized study and practice until one achieves proficiency with  



the art form, before art can be created. Color also needs to be studied, experienced and 

practiced until an understanding of the different dynamics of each color is achieved. 

Color is a foundational experience and a primary creative element of the visual arts. Color 

has specific creative meaning and yet the American art therapist has shied away from the 

directive approach in art therapy especially when it comes to using color to bring specific 

mood effects within the client. 

When an art therapist wants to use color to bring inner changes to a client it is important 

to know about the individual colors and how color ideally would affect a person. This 

information is available in many places as shown by the literature review. When an art 

therapist knows how objectively the color can affect a client, then, when a client responds in 

a very different manner, or even in a reverse manner, the art therapist is alerted to the fact 

that the client has challenges and issues in this particular color and also its objective qualities, 

and may need specific colors. This is in contrast to the type of art therapy that leaves a client 

free to do as she wishes, and that any doodle she creates is considered art on the path to 

healing. What is healing art, and, can an art therapist be directive without imposing her will 

on the client? These are two important questions that if not addressed will interfere with an 

organized approach to art therapy using color as a therapeutic directive. 

This study indicated that even if an art therapist uses the age-old knowledge of color and 

how color can affect a person, a therapist cannot expect instant positive benefits of a color. 

There may be negative responses initially. This might very well be more pronounced; the 

more a client needs a specific color. That is, for example, a client may express nervousness 

instead of inner quiet when painting blue. This is not a reason to avoid a client’s negative 

reactions to a specific color, but an indication to stay with colors for a length of time until the 

color affects the client in a positive way, or that the client begins to accept the color. It may  



even be necessary to lead a client slowly to a specific color to avoid strong negative 

responses. Yet behind these negative responses are memories and feelings that have created 

resistances not only to specific colors, but also to the feelings and strengths that belong to the 

specific color. This means that very important self-knowledge is available for a client when 

there are negative reactions to specific colors. The healing occurs when the client no longer 

has this negative response and can experience the archetypal feelings associated with the 

specific color. 

Recommendations 

Color is a powerful tool for the art therapist. Painting with color can reveal a client’s 

resistance to a color and resistance to all that a color stands for. Continuous exposure to color 

can encourage inner changes in relationship to a color and thereby evoke feelings associated 

with a color that in the past may have created fear for a client. Colors can be chosen as 

exercises to bring about many different responses and may calm, or focus a group of ADHD 

children. Specific colors can be chosen to stimulate depressed clients. The art therapist can 

use the understanding of color and can create a sequence that can address specific challenges 

in an individual client. Color on walls, color in clothes, colored light in a room and painting 

pure color can arouse powerful responses in the soul and can be used to affect mood, and 

healing. Color can be a healing tool that can be used by the art therapy trainings and their 

literature and more importantly, by American art therapists in practice. 
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