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Colors in Architecture: Matter and Communication Tool
Vittoria Umani!
IPhD student - Universita degli Studi di Trieste, Piazzale Europa 1, 34127 Trieste (Italy)
vittora.umani@phd.units.it

Abstract

Rem Koolhaas recognizes two types of colors in architecture; ones that are linked to the raw
materials and their natural physical appearance, and the ones that are layered on and have the ability
to change appearance. Naturally, the use of one or the other involves a different design approach. In
the first case, the search of the architect is based on a material choice, on the specific qualities
needed to bring out certain aspects of the architectural project.

In the case of Frank Gehry for example, the priority is the plasticity aspect along with the idea of
movement through the use of convex, concave and angular shapes. The materials change depending
on the project, each material is chosen to emphasize the complexity of the shapes for his buildings.
Mario Botta favors almost exclusively the use of visible natural materials like stone and bricks, in
order to enhance form. His choice in material is linked to the search for depth and thickness of the
wall. Tadao Ando focuses his architectural design efforts on light and matter. Ando is a master in
the technique of the reinforced concrete, and it is a way for him to connect back to traditional
Japanese architecture, monochromatic with an infinite variation of shades and tones.

Jean Nouvel, differently, prefers the use of the applied color. The design strategy changes
drastically as it becomes an additional part of the architectural project. In each work, Nouvel
investigates ways to emphasize the genius loci, coming up with concepts that are able to evoke
emotions through the poetic of color that “is either intensified, the monumentality of black
heightened by the stark introduction of red, or else tends towards an immateriality”. For Will Alsop,
the use of color is strongly linked to his design process, developed over the years but that almost
always includes collaboration with artists. His view on architecture is similar to that of a sculptor,
colors are a way to express irony and cheerfulness. When imagining the work of Norman foster,
color might come as an afterthought but, in his book Norman Foster: 30 colours, one is perhaps
surprised to find that the previous statement is not entirely true. Foster’s use of color is definitely
moderate and sparks an interest for where and how it will be used. Perhaps Paul Overy best
describes Foster’s use of color as the human component, the element of nature, opposed to the
culture of materials and structure.

By comparing these two uses of color it is clear to see how one is more intentional than the other
but the results of both, for different reasons, still resonate with the observer as they both achieve the
architect’s wish to communicate emotions.

Keywords: Architecture, materials, communication, design process, form, color

Introduction

The Latin root of the Italian word colorare (to color) is to cover, hide, conceal, to mask. Therefore,
the act of applying color to a surface is a coating action. Naturally, the meanings of the action
colorare and its significance can be numerous. The role of color in architecture is not marginal,
color in architecture does not only mean paint on the walls, once the whole building has been
completed. The choice of color in architecture has the ability to conceal and at the same time to
highlight the content. It can be understood as the confinement of what is unpleasant, but also the
projection of something of the highest value, both material and metaphysical. The more conscious
design approach to the use of color and of materials, makes the chromatic and tactile components
important elements in the compositive language of architecture (Braham, 2002). Colors, materials
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and faces, their composition and surface treatment contribute in a profound manner to define the
identity of designed spaces and buildings.

Rem Koolhaas summarizes numerous possibilities that color presents to architecture by recognizing
two main tendencies (Koolhaas ef al., 2001). He recognizes two types of colors in architecture; one
type, linked to the raw materials and their natural physical appearance and coloration, and the other,
where color is layered on and gifts architecture the ability to change its appearance. Naturally, the
design approach varies depending on which type of color the architect choses to utilize.

This study wishes to further analyze Rem Koolhaas stance on color starting with the comparison
between other architects and their works, that typically prefer to use one type of color over the
other. The comparison between different architects and their works will enforce Koolhaas’s views
on the matter allowing a further understanding of color as an important aspect and tool of the
discipline of architectural composition rather than simply being an afterthought (Schultz, Herrmann
and Wiedemann-Tokarz, 2019). For each color type, three architects have been selected and for
each of them, a specific architecture, representative of their work, has been briefly analyzed. For the
first typology, architects Frank Gehry, Mario Botta and Tadao Ando have been selected, for the
second, Jean Nouvel, Will Alsop and Norman Foster.

Even though the architects chosen are internationally recognized and have constructed projects all
over the world, the study wishes to address only European architectures, between the years 2000
and 2010. Color and context are both part of the composition disciplinary and are usually
correlated. This correlation does not necessarily translate in the use of traditional materials or “color
history” of specific places but, even when the choice of the architect is to discard any type of
correlation, the relationship between artifact and context is not one sided. Just as context can be a
source of inspiration for the concept of a building, the context is also influenced by the constructed
buildings, whether the design approach is of continuity or contrast.

Materiality

In the first case, the three architects selected use specific material choices to convey their idea of
architecture. The materials are always selected because of their explicit qualities and colors needed
to bring out certain aspects of the architectural project.

In the case of Frank Gehry for example, the architect’s priority is the plasticity aspects along with
the idea of movement (Mattie, 2015). This is achieved through the use of convex and concave
volumes, in contrast with more sharped-angled rectangular volumes, staples of his architecture. His
rejection of the rectangular shape is in contrast to the believes of the iconic examples of modern and
contemporary architecture.

Fig. 1 — Frank Gehry, MARTa, Herford, Germany, 2005
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The materials change depending on the project, each material is chosen to emphasize the
complexity of the shapes for his buildings. The materials chosen are very often selected from local
traditions, but one material in particular, thought of as an enhancer of the convex and concave
spherical volumes, is the use of reflective metal, either titanium-zinc or stainless steel.

This is very evident in the MARTa project (Fig 1) of 2005 where the materials used are precisely
local dark red brick, contrasting with the white plaster core of the historical, preexisting building
and the stainless steel roof panels (Pagliarini, 2010). The red-orange brick facades, along with the
steel, grey reflective roof, give the idea of the soft bends of the adjacent River Aa, the highway
turns of the Goebenstrasse, as well as the nearby train yard, only interrupting to create an opening
for the entrance. Once inside, the contrast with the white plaster straight walls and 90-degree angles
of the former textile factory of 1959, left almost intact by the architect, is of high impact. Despite
the somewhat limited color palette, including only the red-orange of the bricks and the gray of the
roof panels, the extraordinary dynamism of Gehry’s designs is emphasized thanks to the light,
almost white reflections and the dark, black projected shadows of the curved and concave shapes of
the museum.

Fig. 2 — Mario Botta, Werner Oechslin Library, Einsiedeln, Switzerland, 2006

Mario Botta favors almost exclusively the use of visible natural materials like stone and bricks, in
order to enhance form. This usually translates in architectures that have more earth toned colors;
light and drack reds, oranges, burnt and regular siennas, soft whites, warm grays. His choice in
material is linked to the search for depth and thickness of the wall. This return to a tectonic tradition
gets reinterpreted by Botta and utilized for the creations of his architectures. In this sense, it is a
profoundly “classical” architecture (Cappellato, 2008). The wall is for Botta an important element,
not only static and technical but a spatial entity. For this reason, his works convey feelings of
durability and solidity, only achievable through the textures of such materials. Furthermore, the wall
for Botta is thick, it is a testimony of the deep separation between inside and outside, with openings
carved to model light.

The Werner Oeschslin library (Fig. 2) is built adjacent to a Benedictine Abby of 934, a stop for
pilgrims on their way to Santiago de Compostela. The building is made of red, light and dark stone
from Verona, making it seem like a continuation of the hill. The wall facing the valley has a straight
vertical cut on which the entrance opens. The wall facing the mountain landscape, appears as a
convex curve, designed explicitly in order not to harshly contrast the hill behind. In this case both
walls are not an element that closes, but they are understood as tools, screens that project towards
the outside the symbolic valor of the building.
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Tadao Ando (Tadao Andd Architect & Associates and Fernandez-Galiano, 2022) focuses his
architectural design efforts on light and matter. Ando is a master in the technique of the reinforced
concrete, and it is a way for him to connect to traditional Japanese architecture, constructed almost
exclusively by highly textural materials of vegetal nature, like wood, bamboo and thatch mats. The
sensation transmitted is more or less monochromatic, with an infinite number of shades and tones.
While the colors of traditional Japanese architecture are soft, warm earth tones, Ando almost
exclusively utilizes light, cold grey concrete and by leaving it exposed, and showing the veins and
nodules of the wood framework he achieves similar textures. Exposed concrete is the most modern
and suitable solution to accommodate Ando’s designs, it makes it possible to satisfy both technical-
engineering and economic needs (Bosker, 2017). Tadao Ando’s architecture shows a clear trend
towards customized solutions and uniqueness of surfaces.

For the AD House (Fig. 3), the clients request for privacy inspired the “invisible house” concept
that translated in a building partially buried in the middle of the plot, enclosed by a wall of trees.
The building is constructed by a grid of axes that define the different indoor areas and courtyards of
the house. Both the partitions and monolithic slabs of the house are made in perfectly executed light
grey concrete. The exposed concrete cast in place leaves ample expressive space. Only the volume
of the entrance tunnel does not follow the grid and its five-meter height makes it the only visible
element of the house to the outside. It is also the only element of the house to have a light grey
metal panel cladding. The colors of the two materials are very similar but their reflective properties
make them appear slightly different.

Fig. 3 — Tadao Ando, AD House (Invisible House), Ponzano Veneto, Italy, 2004

Colorare

This second category explores examples of architects who chose to use applied color in their
architectures. Just like in the previous category, the use of color is extremely different and personal
for each architect. Each time color is used to convey something different and it translates in three
very different architectures that otherwise could not have been compared.

As Jean Nouvel prefers the use of the applied color, the design strategy changes drastically as it
becomes an additional part of the architectural project. In each work Nouvel investigates ways to
emphasize the genius loci, coming up with concepts that are able to evoke emotions through the
poetic of color that is either intensified to achieve monumentality, through the use of the colors
black and red, or else tends towards an immateriality with more neutral colors, white and
transparent (or semitransparent) surfaces (Mattie, 2015).
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The Kilometro Rosso ( ‘Kilometro Rosso’ - Parc scientifique et technologique, no date) (Figure 4),
is a kilometer long billboard adjacent to the Milan-Venice expressway near Bergamo. On the
highway side the project presents a tall, 10-meter-high wall cladded in red lacquer-stained steel
sheets. The monumentality of the architecture is clear by the extensive size of the wall, but
especially thanks to the use of iconic Ferrari red. The wall creates a visual barrier between the
research center hidden behind and the chaotic and loud nature of the motorway along with
becoming an important visual landmark for the area. The bright color red is both a way to stand out
as well as an homage to the prestigious Italian company that makes breaks for many luxury and
competition automobiles and motorcycles, including Ferrari. The color red bends at the base of the
wall and also invades and tints the one-kilometer-long parking podium, making the wall appear
even taller. The vibrant red along with the kilometer long 10-meter-high wall give the scientific and
technology center, hidden behind, a strong identity that makes the commercial-industrial ensemble
stand out from any of the other numerous industrial developments in the Bergamo area.

Fig. 4 — Jean Nouvel, Kilometro Rosso, Bergamo, Italy, 2007

For Will Alsop, the use of bright and saturated colors is strongly linked to his design process,
developed over the years but that constantly includes collaboration with artists (Orlandoni and
Porter, 2016). The use of color in architecture requires a non-subjective understanding of the color
itself and at the same time, the progressive conquest of a strong expressive freedom. The first can
be achieved through rigorous phenomenological observation and the second through an exercise in
the art of color that recognizes the difference between arbitrariness and freedom. This way, the use
of color can prove effective in an architecture that knows how to interpret the needs of today’s men.
According to this point of view, it is necessary to combine constrictions and freedom in
architectural chromatism, just as the artist intends to do in the context of any visual art. Alsop’s
view on architecture is similar to that of a sculptor, colors are a way to express irony and
cheerfulness. The result is an architecture immersed in a timeless dimension in which light molds
matter and color reveals the beauty of shapes and spaces.

The Chips project in Manchester (Figure 5) is no exception. The building resembles “three fat chips
stacked on top of each other”. The “chips” are three identically sized staggered volumes,
approximately 100 m long and 14 m wide. Altogether the chips form a building with an elevated
ground floor and eight levels, housing 142 apartments. Each chip is cladded in a composite wall of
a different color and then covered in newspaper print text to homage the industrial heritage of the
context. The ground “chip” is of a deep brown-red color, the middle chip is brown-black and the
top chip of a bright orange-yellow. On each of the volumes, cubed subtractions have been made in
order to create balconies, that have then been painted with saturated, almost neon colors such as
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green, magenta, purple and yellow to further “cheer up” the fagade as they almost appear like
colored drippings.

Fig. 5 — Will Alsop, Chips, New Islington, Manchester, UK, 2009

When imagining the work of Norman foster, his use color might not come up as a major aspect of
his practice but, in his book Norman Foster: 30 colours (Overy, 1998), one is perhaps surprised to
find that the previous statement is not entirely true. Foster’s use of color is definitely moderate and
sparks an interest for where and how it will be used. Perhaps Paul Overy best describes Foster’s use
of color as the human component, the element of nature, opposed to the culture of materials and
structure. A similar approach can be seen in the Centre Pompidou, the most famous example of this
type of color use, where it brings to light something more, something occult and which is often even
hidden: the functionality of the technological apparatus.

Perhaps in a much more discrete way than the Pompidou, for the fourth building on the Imperial
Collage’s South Kensington campus designed by the architect, the Imperial College Faculty
Building (Fig. 6) presents itself as a simple four-story high box. The building rests on an existing
deck that has been elevated in order to accommodate the plant area and the electricity substation as
well as two stories of parking. The fagade is cladded by a system of blue opaque and transparent
panels in three shade variations chosen by the artist Per Arnoldi. The fagade is interrupted on the
ground floor by a gentile ramp that cuts across the building diagonally in order to create a shortcut
through campus as well as opening up a view of the Queen’s Tower. On the inside, the ramp is
lined by rows of columns that thanks to their red paint are also visible on the outside, through the
more transparent facade panels, adding another level of vibrancy to the fagade itself and the
adjacent court.

Colour and Colorimetry. Multidisciplinary Contributions. Vol. XVII A ISBN 978-88-99513-18-4



XVII Color Conference, Florence 2022 166

Fig. 6 — Norman Foster, Imperial College Faculty Building, London, UK, 2004

Conclusions

By comparing these two uses of color it is clear to see how both, for different reasons, still resonate
with the observer as they equally achieve the architect’s wish to communicate a specific type of
architecture. It is important to notice that even if the two categories exist, as demonstrated with
these case studies, they may not always be so clear cut and separate.

There are definitely architects that belong to the first typology of color use whose work is defined
by the almost obsessive use of one specific material and, as a consequence, one color, like in the
case of Tadao Ando, there are no material transgressions, and no applied color is never used. While
still belonging to the first typology, Mario Botta’s architecture presents itself with a few more
chromatic differences. Though the element of color is still strictly linked to stone materials, they
tend to offer more color and shade variations, ranging from light and dark reds, oranges from the
bricks and whites and grays from stones. His architectural research is about solidity, depth and
thickness, qualities conveyed only by the materials in question. Whether it be the black Gneiss and
white marble of the Mongo church, the red Prun stone of the Petra Vineyard or the red Verona stone
of the Werner Oeschslin library, Botta’s color palette is strictly based on the choice of material for
each project. Frank Gehry on the other hand does occasionally introduce color to his projects, by
applying colored plaster like in the Vitra Headquarter in Basil, Switzerland where some of the
plaster elements of the facades are painted blue, yellow and orange. For the Bodegas Marques de
Riscal (Viva, 2006) in Eltziego, Spain, Gehry introduces color on the roof panels by selecting pink
titanium, gold titanium and mirror like stainless steel to reflect the colors of the winemaking firm.
Once again, the color is not applied on the material as a cover, it is incorporated in the material
itself.

Analyzing the typology of applied color, Will Alsop can be defined as a “purist” on the exact
opposite spectrum as Tadao Ando. One of Alsop’s main themes in his architecture are bright, lively
colors and the expression of a sculpture like approach to architecture, where the use of color is
never neglected but is rather an essential aspect of his designs. Lastly, Jean Nouvel and Norman
Foster’s use of color is more accurately described as a mixture of the two categories. Materials like
concrete, steel and glass characterize both architect’s work, producing strong buildings in character
and composition while the role of color is designated to disclose certain specific aspects of each
architecture.

Even if these categories exist and are distinct to one another, they are not exclusive and one most
certainty does not necessarily eliminate the other.
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