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COLORS 

The composer’s notes 

In this piece, the way in which the musicians are positioned on stage makes reference to a color circle. It 

also reflects a very particular view of color relationships, since the composer is color-blind. 

Colors is structured as an Introduction and two large Parts separated by an Interlude. The piece draws a 

parallel between musical structure and two theories about the nature of color, those of Goethe and 

Newton. The two large parts of the piece correspond to the two theories. 

Each instrument plays the representation of a single color in Part I, entitled ‘Goethe’. In Part II, called 

‘Newton’, the harpsichord plays one color with each hand. Each instrument was chosen according to the 

typical soundwave length of the notes in its range. The cello plays low notes which have long wave-

lengths. Since: among the colors, red has the greatest wavelength, the cello plays ‘red’. Like Goethe, I 

work with six basic colors, and I also use 6-beat measures. Goethe’s work focused on complimentary 

colors and he had one belief that was quite different from Newton’s. Newton believed that if you com-

bined all the colors, the result would be white. Goethe thought this was wrong. To translate this into 

music, I made the complimentary colors combine well (at least in my point of view), but when all the 

colors are put together, the result is not ‘harmonic’. 

The first section of the piece is an Introduction. I took the wavelength of each color and calculated its 

frequency. Then, dividing by multiples of 2 many times over, I found the audible frequency (particular 

musical pitch) to which this would correspond. So, in this part, each instrument (color) plays its basic 

note. The primary color and its complimentary color (another instrument) are paired. 

The first large part is named ‘Goethe’. Here, I was thinking about some of the associations of emotion 

and mood that people make with the different colors in various cultures, and these inspired musical 

themes which ‘describe’ each color. Then, like an enlargement of the ‘Introduction’, each theme appears 

with that of its complimentary color. It happens again. This time, the colors don’t disappear; rather, they 

pile up on each other, making a big mess of sounds. 

Between the two large sections, there is an Interlude that I named ‘Dalton’. Dalton discovered color-

blindness. In this part, I mix up the notes of each theme just as a person who is colorblind confuses col-

ors. 

The next part is ‘Newton’. In this part, the notes for each individual are changed, representing Newton’s 

idea that color frequencies were also related to the movement of planets in the universe. And his ‘notes’ 

(frequencies) are different from mine... Anyway, in this part the themes change, but the ideas stay the 

same. First, I show each theme. Then I place them in Newton’s chromatic circle and each musician plays 

his or her theme faster each time it comes around. As it becomes faster, a theme is more and more ab-

breviated. Then, Newton says that as speed increases, we finally see only the primary colors: blue, yellow 

and red. As the complimentary colors disappear, the balance (notion of center) of the remaining colors 

changes. Then even the blue disappears, and finally, all the elements are together in a ‘white’ chord. This 

chord can be a C major chord (red is C and yellow is E) or a 12-tone chord. 
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