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"17 varieties of grey and beyond". Manifestations and Functions of Grey in 19th-Century Art

In a lecture delivered at the Fondation de l’Hermitage in Lausanne in 2019, paleographer, archivist
and specialist in colour symbolism Michel Pastoureau confessed that he had “never written about
grey” and had “not discussed much about grey”, even though there is “a lot to be said”: “for a pain-
ter,” he asserted, “it is the richest of all colours, because it makes all the others come to life." [1].
Indeed, grey has long been considered the most overlooked colour in the chromatic spectrum,
both in the history of colours and in colour studies. In ancient times, a few equivalents were
known such as “ravus,” a yellowish grey, “murinus,”first used to describe mice and rats before
designating the so-called “mouse-grey,” and “cineerus”– literally “ash-coloured.” This semantic
instability certainly attests to the wide variety of grey shades, but above all underscores the resis-
tance of grey to any attempt at characterization. As highlighted by the recent symposium, “Le gris
à l’œuvre. Figures, topiques et poétiques du gris, des camaïeux anciens aux zones grises contem-
poraines,” grey is “aporetic.” It is a “limit-colour,” “a set of nuances located in hollows, at the edge
of colour.” [2] Its very status as a “colour” raises some questions: Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
reduced it to a “non-colour,” [3] that is sometimes taken for gray-brown or brown. Grey is signifi-
cantly absent from Goethe’s chromatic wheel as, according to him, it results from the addition of
three “pure” colours, namely blue, red and yellow. In a similar vein, Germain painter Philipp Otto
Runge saw in grey “the cessation of all individuality.”[4]. Grey and its wide range of shades thus
remain inherently ambiguous, arising not only from the mixture of white and black but also from
the blending of colours such as the complementary pair red and green. This chromatic richness
was thus reinvested by 19th-century artists - Turner, Delacroix, Whistler, and the Hungarian painter
József Rippl-Rónai among them- who delved into its plastic potentialities.
Beyond the aforementioned symposium, a few studies have focused specifically on the manifesta-
tions and functions of grey in art. Alongside works on grisaille and its variants, the 2016 volume
Die Farbe Grau [5] offers a better understanding of the issues surrounding grey and the reflexivity
of this ambivalent and mysterious colour. The aim of this symposium is not to conduct a tran-
schronological survey of meanings of grey. Instead, it seeks to examine the unprecedented signifi-
cance that grey acquired during the “long” nineteenth century, at a time when the so-called “chro-
matic turn,” as coined by Charlotte Ribeyrol, was transformating the entire humanities at the time.
From the 1800s onwards, a renewed interest in grey has appeared among Romantic artists, as
Gert Theile [8] notably demonstrated. Describing The Sultan of Morocco and His Entourage, a
painting by Eugène Delacroix first displayed at the 1845 Salon, Charles Baudelaire, after praising
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the painter’s colourist qualities, focused specifically on grey in this work. The reception of Flemish
painting also contributed to this renewed interest in grisaille, that still calls for further studies. The
phenomenon is particularly visible in England, where the works of Jan van Eyck were greatly
admired, especially by Pre-Raphaelite painters.
Likewise, the renewed attention paid to illuminated manuscripts and books of hours throughout
Europe fuelled this attraction to medieval and Renaissance grisailles. Moreover, the development
of new media contributed to change the perception of grey during that period. From the eigh-
teenth century onwards, the success of mezzotint engraving in England relied on its ability to ren-
der an extensive range of grey tones. Less than a century later, the invention of photography trans-
formed artists’ and viewers’ relationships with grey: The Whistler Archives at the University of
Glasgow still preserve the extensive photography collection from the artist’s studio; deeply influ-
enced by this medium, his tonal paintings of the Thames were certainly shaped by the develop-
ment of photography, while his work itself influenced pictorialist photographers.
Industrial transformations also contributed to darken both rural and urban landscapes, paving the
way for a new appreciation of the colour grey. In his diary entry dated 3 January 1903, French art
lover and collector Harry Kessler sheds light on Claude Monet’s relationship with grey, linking it
first to London, a city in which Monet was deeply struck by the presence of smog, that greyish
haze which was itself a product of the Industrial Revolution [9].
Bringing together a wide range of methodological approaches (literary studies, art history, conser-
vation and restoration, museum studies, ecocritical art history, cultural studies) and adopting a
global perspective, this conference aims to explore the issues and questions raised by the (non-)-
colour grey in nineteenth-century artistic productions.

Paper proposals are invited to engage with one or several of the following themes, without being
restricted to this list. Particular attention will be given to work that brings different media into dia-
logue, especially through the lens of material studies.
• Environmental issues and ecocritical art history: renewed approaches to landscape, both rural
and urban.
• The role of new media and technologies: the emergence of photography, printmaking, the rise of
the illustrated press, etc.
• Revival: the rediscovery of grisailles miniatures and books of hours, renewed interest in Flemish
painting.
• The role of sculptural models: new debates around the paragone and intermediality issues
• Synaesthesia and dialogue between the arts: literature, painting, music.

The proposal title and abstract (maximum 500 words), accompanied by a short biographical note,
must be sent to joy.cador@sciencespo.fr and valette.laura@gmail.com by 15 June 2026. This is
an in-person event that will take place in Paris.

Presentations may be given in either English or French, may be accompanied by a PowerPoint pre-
sentation, and must not exceed 20 minutes.

Organizing Committee
- Joy Cador, Junior Curator at the Institut national du patrimoine, PhD Candidate in Art
History (Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne / Sorbonne Université).
- Laura Valette, PhD, Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne, Laboratoire HiCSA
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Scientific committee
- Elliot Adam, Associate Professor in Art History, Université de Lille.
- Sarah Gould, Associate Professor in Art History, Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne.
- François-René Martin, Professor in Art History, École nationale supérieure des Beaux-
Arts de Paris.
- Charlotte Ribeyrol, Professor in 19th century British Literature, Sorbonne Université.
- Pierre Wat, Professor in Art History, Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne.

Partners :
- École doctorale d’histoire de l’art ED 441, Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne.
- Laboratoire HiCSA (Histoire culturelle et sociale de l'art), Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne.
- Unité de recherche VALE - Voix anglophones : littérature et esthétique, Sorbonne Université.
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