
APPENDIX: Colour in the 1920s: Cinema and its Intermedial Contexts 
 
The use of colour in cinema has been a topic of growing interest in cinema studies over the last decade, 
yet little attention has been paid to colour cinema in the 1920s. This is a glaring oversight, for this was 
a decade when international debates about colour were intense concerning its artistic scientific, 
philosophical and educational significance. Colour transformed industrially as well: before the First 
World War, Germany dominated international colorant production, owning most of the modern dye 
patents and factories. During the shortages of the war, colour usage diminished, but following the 
break-up of Germany’s chemical patents as part of war reparations, colour surged internationally. In 
the art, advertising, architecture and cinema of the jazz age, cultural fascination with colour was lively 
and ranged across media and disciplines. Surrounding motion pictures in the 1920s, the range of 
colours available for use in new consumer goods, buildings, magazines and in neon advertisements and 
theatrical performances created an exciting, chromatically rich visual culture. 
 
Part of the difficulty of dealing with colour cinema during the 1920s is coming to terms with its relation 
to the broader colour horizon of the decade. The 1920s is commonly regarded as period of film history 
during which experimentation with colour began to grow amongst technicians and artists across Europe 
and North America. Numerous ‘natural’ colour processes were developed and implemented in a variety 
of nonfiction, advertising, and feature films. At the same time, avant-garde interest in the medium 
surged, as artists turned to colour cinema as a means of animating abstract painting and music. This 
project seeks to open up the 1920s to more sustained scrutiny as it examines the variety of routine and 
experimental colour practices that existed within a hybrid, intermedial culture. By producing new 
research that integrates these various practices of colour expression in and around the cinema, the 
project will facilitate an unprecedented assessment of the period. A chromatic revolution was taking 
place, profoundly influenced by the increasing availability of synthetic colorants. Mapping this 
intermedial and international colour field will demonstrate the extent to which it was forging new ways 
of looking at, and experiencing, the world—a history still relevant for today’s digitally interlinked colour 
horizon. 
 
Objectives 
 
This project aims to investigate the major spheres of colour expression in motion pictures of the 1920s. 
Taking European and U.S. cinema as the galvanizing focus, it will contextualise colour’s intermedial role 
in other arts—including commercial and print culture; fashion and industry; theatre and the performing 
arts—in order to produce a fully comprehensive, comparative study that situates colour cinema firmly 
within the chromatic culture of its time. The project team will research the plethora of discourses that 
were circulating around colour as it was implemented in art and commerce during the 1920s. The team 
will also investigate how these discourses relate to specific issues in the history of cinema, such as the 
impact of the coming of sound on colour cinema, the rise of two-colour systems such as Technicolor, 
and the decline of manually applied colouring techniques towards the end of the decade. By working 
closely with a number of archives currently conducting colour restoration projects, the project aims to 
promote collaborative impact activities between academics and professionals. 
 
Research Questions 
 

1. What were the major methods of colour expression in cinema and other media forms during the 1920s 
and how did they interrelate? 

2. What changes in colour usage occurred over the decade and with what consequences? 
3. What national and international patterns can be discerned in the development of colour expression? 
4. How was colour debated and theorised and how did this influence choices made by filmmakers and 

media artists? 
5. How might knowledge of these cultural ideas and practices of colour impact on archival practices today? 

 
The research programme will address these research questions through comparative study in the 
libraries and archives listed later in this application. 
 
 



Significance and Originality 
 
The project is significant for its investigation of cinema in relation to the expanding colour culture of the 
1920s. Using an intermedial, comparative approach, we focus on areas of colour design and discourse 
around the cinema including avant-garde experimentation, advertising, animation, print culture, and 
theatre. The establishment of connections across academic disciplines and archives is a distinguishing 
feature of the project. Taking one decade for sustained analysis allows for an expansive yet focused 
amount of information to be assembled in order to answer key questions about the period and its colour 
history. 
 
Colour has been a growing topic in cinema studies, which can be traced in part to a landmark 
conference in 1995 in Amsterdam at which archivists and academics discussed the variety of colour in 
silent film (Hertogs and de Klerk, 1996). The event achieved much in the way of sharing knowledge 
about the entire silent era, but established how little we know about the 1920s as a period 
characterized by colour experimentation across media and growing international collaboration in colour 
production. Scholarship on early colour cinema has focused on the development of colour processes 
from the 1890s to the 1910s, and then on the arrival of three-strip Technicolor in the 1930s. In 
between these two periods, the 1920s has been a relatively under-researched decade even though it 
was a highly significant period in terms of colour’s widespread dissemination.  
 
To explore this unchartered decade of colour media, we will draw on existing work. For instance, 
‘Colorful Metaphors’, a seminal article by Tom Gunning (1994), places early film colouring of the 1890s 
and early 1900s within the broad context of nineteenth and early twentieth century modernity. There 
are also existing technical discussions of silent colour processes: the survey by Paolo Cherchi Usai 
(2000) outlines the major methods and processes of early colour cinema, and technical data produced 
much earlier by Adrian Klein (1936, 1939 and 1951) constitute indispensable reference works. More 
recently, essays by Brown, Hanssen, Salmon, and Yumibe published in Film History (2009) begin to 
explore the potential of newly discovered archival sources and the richness of intermedial approaches to 
studying colour during the silent era. Much of this research, however, has gravitated towards the turn 
of the twentieth century leaving the field open to excavate the 1920s as a period of rich colour 
experimentation in and around the cinema. 
 
To explore the variety of colour media practices during this decade, we draw on André Gaudreault’s 
notion of ‘intermediality’ (2000) in order to examine the ways in which colour aesthetics mixed across 
media practices during the decade. Several studies have pointed to the significance of colour in the 
modernity of the early twentieth century, but none have conducted a sustained, cross-disciplinary 
investigation of the various media that comprised this colour culture. Stephen Eskilson’s article on 
colour and consumption (2002) is perhaps the closest in that it draws attention to the ‘chromatic 
revolution’ that was taking place in the USA during the 1920s, from expressionist coloured theatre 
lighting to the increased use of colour in shop window displays, to the artistic experimentation of 
Thomas Wilfrid’s coloured ‘Lumia’ light projections. Eskilson’s work has focused on the American 
context, and we aim to extend the international scope of the investigation. Other important 
contributions to the history of colour at the turn of the last century examined specific media practices, 
as in Ellen Gruber Garvey’s investigation of advertising and print media (1996) and Kerry Brougher’s, et 
al., work on abstract, ‘visual-music’ in painting and film (2005). Through focusing on cinema and its 
surrounding colour culture in the 1920s, we aim to develop the insights of these focused studies 
through comparative analysis. 
 
In addition to recent scholarship, historical publications provide insights into the contours of debate 
around colour. Adrian Klein’s Colour-Music (1926) engages with colour as having a synaesthetic 
potential to unite the senses across experimental media. Loyd Jones, an engineer who worked for 
Eastman Kodak and produced abstract films, wrote an indispensable manual on tinted films (1929) that 
discusses the ‘language of colour’ in terms of expressive symbolism. Contemporary fascination with 
colour’s impact on the emotions was also evident in ‘chromotherapy’ treatments. This discourse 
influenced public spheres including education, health, and industrial design. Accounts of colour, such as 
those by Matthew Luckiesh (1920 and 1927), systematized many of these notions in guides for the 
mercantile and artistic application of colour. Working with periodicals from the period covering the fields 



of cinema (Kinematograph Weekly, Moving Picture World), photography (the British Journal of 
Photography), architecture (The Builder), design and fashion (Harper’s Bazaar), the project team will 
explore connections across these media that a more singular disciplinary approach would obscure. 
 
It is clear to us that to understand the cross-medial and international developments in colour films fully 
during the 1920s one must consider the overall context within which choices about colour would have 
been made—the range of complex technical constraints, prevailing ideological assumptions, commercial 
practices, and artistic desires. 
 
Major Themes 
 
The project will address the research questions by focusing its outcomes around two major themes 
pertaining to the cinema and related fields: (1) the debates surrounding colour, and (2) mapping 
technological and stylistic changes in colour design throughout the decade against a backdrop of 
international experimentation and collaboration. 
 
Debating colour in the 1920s 
 
The project will research and reflect on the consequences of intermedial exchange in the colour field. To 
gain a sense of how colour was viewed from a multiplicity of perspectives, the researchers will access 
and survey opinion on and theories about colour. More than in any other decade, international theorists 
and practitioners in a variety of media were keen to invest colour with a utopian sensibility: the influx 
of new colour media further democratized access to art. Colour also led to dynamic exchanges between 
media, as with Adrian Klein’s writings on and experiments with abstract ‘colour-music’, as well as those 
by Louis Favre (1927) who saw colour as expanding the affective dimension of art. Theatre designer 
Edward Gordon Craig was largely responsible for introducing expressionist coloured lighting to the stage 
through his pioneering use of incandescent lights and coloured gels to enhance audiences’ emotional 
engagement. British printmaking was revolutionised by the influences of European avant-garde art, and 
artists such as Walter Ruttman, Hans Richter and Oskar Fischinger drew on this tradition as they 
explored multivalent approaches in the integration of colour in film and advertising. Art theorists such 
as Bonnie Snow and Hugo Froehlich (1920) sought to codify the application of colour based on its 
increasing use in mass culture. From art to advertising, the French film company Pathé collaborated 
with the clothing industry to produce popular fashion newsreels that promoted commodities to female 
consumers who dominated its cinema audiences. Through cases such as these, the project will compare 
and contrast the ways in which colour was a constitutive element modernity, mass democracy and 
consumer culture. At the same time the view of artists who saw colour’s function as uniting the arts in 
the gesamtkunstwerk spirit of ‘total art’ are also significant. Turning to those who viewed colour more 
negatively, the project will also investigate critics who feared that colour’s unregulated application 
might lead to social instability and the advancement of taste cultures and media considered to be 
vulgar and undesirable. The impact of such discourses around colour in the 1920s will form a broad 
historical framework for the project. 
 
Internationalism over the decade 
 
The 1920s was a decade of increased cooperation across European film industries and between Europe 
and the USA, and these exchanges were crucial to the invention, innovation and diffusion of colour 
products. Many new processes were demonstrated and such innovations led to a variety of co-
productions, such as Cirano di Bergerac (Italy, 1923) stencilled in France by Pathé. While it is common 
to consider film practice in terms of national specificity, the project’s international emphasis will 
facilitate comparative analysis across countries, methods, and histories. Changes in the aesthetics of 
colour application will be studied, as well as the impact of technological shifts towards the end of the 
decade. In motion pictures colour was characterized by a multifarious, hybrid aesthetic in which 
techniques from the earlier silent period were intermingled with new processes. The Glorious Adventure 
(1922), the first British natural-colour feature film, negotiated the technical strengths and deficiencies 
of the newly developed Prizma colour process, while at the same time it hybridized its colour design 
within applied colouring styles of tinting and toning. Claude Friese-Greene’s travelogue The Open Road 
(1925–6) was similarly marked by the need to construct stylistic choices around technical constraints. 



Hybridized colour aesthetics influenced the early development of Technicolor when the Handschiegl 
process, which adapted chromolithographic techniques to motion pictures, was used in conjunction with 
Technicolor and tinting and toning in The Phantom of the Opera (1925). After this period in the mid-
1920s of international hybridization, colour design changed dramatically, the reasons for which have 
yet to be understood fully. Colour application in films diminished in part due to the introduction of 
sound, which led to profound technological and stylistic shifts in the cinema. Though diminished, colour 
still provided a vibrant component to early sound films. Informed by long-standing debates on the 
interrelationship between colour and music, the project’s intermedial focus will facilitate the first 
thorough investigation of the relationship amongst early sound films, colour practices, and shifting 
stylistic paradigms. 
 
Methods 
 
For an interdisciplinary project of this nature, a number of research methods are required to investigate 
the relation of cinema to international media practices. Assembling key data through empirical research 
in archives and libraries across a broad range of subject areas will form a core element of the research 
programme. In addition, comparative analysis of a range of media and discourse about colour will 
constitute a ‘mapping’ method whereby a detailed schema will be produced to outline the major 
spheres of colour activity across a range of media surrounding the cinema. In the case of researching 
available film prints that have been preserved and/or restored in a range of formats, film analysis will 
form a core research method. Both postdoc researchers will receive training from Street and Yumibe, 
the Principal Applicant and Co-Applicant (PA and CA), who have expertise in early colour cinema. 
 
Excavating the history of colour film in the 1920s is frustrated by the deterioration and loss of many 
key titles—colour is highly susceptible to fading, and the instability of nitrate film exacerbates this 
problem. Contemporary colour is however, no less unstable, and the variety of digital technologies now 
being used to preserve old colour material introduce their own sets of problems: colours invariably shift 
when exhibited on different screens, each with their own colour temperature. To confront this historical 
record, the project will address the methodological challenges of working with the instability of colour. 
The project team will work closely with archivists in order to understand the imperatives of, and 
constraints upon, conducting archival work on silent films from this period. The planned symposium and 
presentations at silent film festivals will create discursive opportunities to debate such preservation 
issues, which are of key importance for the future of film archives and our moving image heritage. 
 
Grounded in this archival work, a final research method of the project can be described as 
‘connectivity’, or the active linkage of academic research with current archival projects and practices. It 
is only through such interactions that the project’s impact can be fully achieved. 
 
Archives and Research Programme 
 
To reflect the diversity of colour expression in film and related media, the project team will consult a 
wide range of archives in Europe and the USA that are key repositories of colour film and media from 
the 1920s. A pilot survey by Street and Yumibe has identified the following archives and libraries that 
will form the essential collections to be investigated. Grounded in this research, the project’s outputs 
will inform current and future restoration projects (at, for example, the British Film Institute, George 
Eastman House, and the EYE-Film Institute Netherlands) by mapping colour activity in the 1920s in 
order to better understand how colour was manufactured, consumed and theorised in film and related 
media. Street and Yumibe already have strong relationships with these archives, and the project will 
help coordinate preservation work across institutions. The impact results of these collaborations will be 
showcased at the symposium as well as through public festivals such as the Pordenone Giornate del 
Cinema Muto and the Bologna Cinema Ritrovato. 
 
An outline of the research programme follows, organized by the national archives and collections to be 
investigated. Street (PA) and the Research Assistant 1 (RA1) will be based in Bristol for the three years 
of the grant; Yumibe (CA) and the Research Assistant 2 (RA2) will be based in St Andrews, the CA for 
all three years and RA2 for years one and two. The programme’s primary relation to Research 
Questions 1–5 is indicated after each location as well as in the summary. 


