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Living Colour brings together 

a group of artists’ films, 

created between 1935 and 

the present day, that share 

a common interest in the 

potential of the moving 

image to capture and convey 

emotion through abstract 

form, colour and music.

From film, hand painted 

directly frame by frame 

with coloured inks, to work 

made using the latest digital 

technologies the exhibition 

connects work by early 

innovators of creative 

filmmaking with artists 

working today.

The works in the exhibition 

are joyous and playful, their 

seeming spontaneity belies 

careful manipulation and 

harmonisation of light, colour 

and sound.

Celluloid film (and later 

video and digital) has been 

an important medium for 

artists seeking to produce 

poetic, innovative and 

entertaining work and this 

display connects the spheres 

of abstract painting and direct 

frame animation, breaking 

down barriers between high 

art, film and animation.
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Katy  
Dove

Meaning in Action 
2013 
HD video (sound) 
running time: 4.10 
minutes 
filming, animation, 
editing, guitar, vocals, 
audio edit: Katy Dove 
audio mastering: Jamie 
Grier

Meaning in Action 
explores ideas relating 
to movement of the 
body, finding meaning 
and purpose in physical 
action and contemplating 
themes of inner and outer 
mental space. Through 
capturing different 
actions – repetitive mark 
making on fabric, the 
geometry that stems 
from movement of the 
hand and the process 
of ink drying slowly on 
wet silk – movement, 
shape, and texture are 
formed. These are edited 
with close up footage of 

bodily movement, in a 
process that isolates, layers 
and repeats the various 
elements. 

Like many of the artists 
in Living Colour, Dove’s 
work is a refinement of the 
everyday into fundamental 
shapes, sounds and 
colours. Her work begins 
with a process of intuitive 
mark making often in 
the form of drawings 
and watercolours. These 
serve as raw material for 
animations, watercolour 
paintings and works on 
paper. The majority of the 
sound that accompanies 
her film works is produced 
by the artist herself. Dove 
has used text, pattern 
and diagrammatic forms 
to describe music, some 
of which hint at musical 
notation, others describing 
sound in a more textural 
way.

Katy Dove was born in 
Oxford and studied at 
Duncan of Jordanstone 
College of Art, Dundee. 
She has exhibited 
internationally including 
the Venice Biennale in 
2003, when she was 
selected to participate in 
Zenomap, the first Scottish 
representation at the 
international arts festival. A 
selection of work from the 
exhibition was displayed 
at the Pier Arts Centre in 
2004. The Pier Arts Centre 
has recently acquired 
two screenprints by the 
artist for its permanent 
collection.

Courtesy of the artist





Oskar 
Fischinger

Radio Dynamics 
1942 
35mm film, transferred to 
HD video (silent) 
running time: 04:00 
minutes

Radio Dynamics is a 
rhythmic exchange of 
colour fluctuations on 
the screen created by a 
complex interlayering and 
editing of colour mixture 
and colour mutation made 
possible through the quick 
image-exchange rate of 
24 frames per second. The 
film was made without 
sound in order to highlight 
the value of non-objective 
imagery and Fischinger 
(1900–1967) hoped it 
would encourage a new 
view of the field of colour 
science.

Fischinger’s first film 
experiments were made 
in the early 1920s in his 
native Germany. These 

were composed of 
complex visual patterns 
edited with single frames 
of contrasting imagery. 
His intention was to create 
the visual equivalents of 
the musical concepts of 
rhythm, harmony and 
counterpoint and to push 
aside narrative and present 
cinema as pure plane, 
scale, motion, rhythm and 
colour.

From 1926-7, he pioneered 
some of the first 
multimedia presentations 
using abstract films, 
light projection and 
live performance, often 
using up to five film 
projectors and several 
slide projectors. He 
later adopted the term 
Raumlichtkunst (space-
light-art) for these events, 
which he described as ‘an 
intoxication by light from a 
thousand sources.’

After emigrating to the 
USA and Hollywood in 
1936, Fischinger worked 
briefly in the studio 
system, most notably 
creating designs for Walt 
Disney’s animated film 
Fantasia. He found it 
increasingly difficult to 
work in the mainstream 
and during the war years 
he was supported in his 
work by The Museum of 
Non-Objective Painting 
with several grants. In the 
last twenty years of his life 
he undertook only very 
few commercial projects, 
turning mainly to oil 
painting as his creative 
outlet.

Courtesy of the Center for 
Visual Music, Los Angeles, 
USA 

Preserved by the Center 
for Visual Music





Ian  
Helliwell

Get Set  
2005  
Super-8 transferred to 
video (sound)  
running time: 4 minutes

Get Set is a direct 
animation made over a 
period of three years using 
clear ‘Super 8’ film, covered 
with ink and overlaid with 
various Letraset shapes. 
The titles use paper-cut 
animation and the sound 
track features Helliwell’s 
own electronic sounds 
and an improvisation on a 
toy organ.

Ian Helliwell is a self-taught 
film maker, who since the 
mid-1980s, has made over 
80 short films exploring 
the synthesis of colour, 
image and experimental 
sound.

Working with both 
analogue and digital 
equipment, he creates an 

audio visual experience 
that incorporates sound 
visualisation, hand 
painting, abstraction, 
animation, found footage 
and collage.

He is particularly 
concerned with fusing 
his own specially 
composed electronic 
music with video and 
film, constructing a 
unique series of Hellisizer 
synth and Hellitron tone 
generators to make the 
sound tracks for his films.

Courtesy of the artist and 
LUX, London





Len  
Lye

A Colour Box  
1935 
35mm Dufaycolour 
transferred to SD video 
(sound) 
running time: 03:42 
minutes

A Colour Box was 
commissioned by the 
General Post Office Film 
Unit as an advertisement 
for “cheaper parcel post”. It 
was made without using a 
camera except for the title 
cards at the beginning of 
the film and was the first 
‘direct film’ screened to a 
general audience. It was 
made by painting abstract 
patterns directly onto the 
film itself, synchronizing 
them to a popular dance 
tune La Belle Créole by Don 
Baretto and His Cuban 
Orchestra.

Len Lye (1901–1980) 
first began making 
experimental films in 
1935. He had moved to 

London in 1926 from 
his native New Zealand, 
where as a student, he had 
begun to experiment with 
ideas relating to motion 
through a series of kinetic 
sculptures. 

His first animated film 
Tusalava, 1935, was judged 
as among the top ten most 
significant works in the 
history of animation by 
the Annecy Film Festival 
in 2005. From 1935-40, Lye 
produced several animated 
films for the GPO Film Unit, 
each involving drawing 
directly onto film stock.

Lye continued to 
experiment with the 
possibilities of direct film-
making to the end of his 
life. He used a range of 
dyes, stencils, air-brushes, 
felt tip pens, stamps, combs 
and surgical instruments, 
to create images and 
textures on celluloid. He 
utilized different methods 

involving colour gels 
together with stencils and 
objects such as fabrics, 
string, and saw blades, 
placed on the film strip and 
then exposed.

The GPO Film Unit was 
established in 1933 to 
produce sponsored 
documentary films relating 
to the activities of the 
General Post Office. It 
was initially headed by 
John Grierson (1898-
1972), who pioneered 
the development of 
documentary filmmaking 
in both Britain and Canada. 
Under Grierson, the GPO 
Film Unit commissioned 
some of the most 
groundbreaking early 
documentary films, the 
best known being Night 
Mail by Basil Wright, with 
music by Benjamin Britten 
and poetry by WH Auden.

Courtesy of the British Film 
Institute





Norman  
McLaren

Begone Dull Care  
1949  
35mm transferred to HD 
video (sound) 
running time: 07:52 
minutes

Begone Dull Care is an 
almost totally frameless 
film that responds in line 
and colour to a set of three 
jazz pieces played by the 
Oscar Peterson trio. Made 
by McLaren (1914–1987) 
with Evelyn Lambert, it 
was created by painting 
directly onto 35mm clear 
film and engraving onto 
black film stock. 

McLaren, whose centenary 
is celebrated this year, 
pioneered many of 
the early innovatory 
developments in artists’ 
animated films in the 
twentieth century. His 
early explorations were 
inspired by seeing a film 
of Oskar Fischinger’s 

in 1934 and included 
direct painting, paper 
cuts and scratching or 
‘etching’ onto the film 
stock. He was particularly 
stimulated by the idea that 
film-making could give 
visual expression to the 
abstract images conjured 
in his imagination when 
listening to music. 

Many of his innovations 
stemmed from his 
interest in and knowledge 
of the technological 
advancements being 
made in the film industry 
and how these could be 
used to manipulate and 
alter the film stock. He was 
especially interested in 
exploring electronic music 
which he called ‘animated 
sound’. He developed two 
methods of creating this 
on the soundtrack area of 
the film strip itself: one, by 
drawing or scratching, the 
other by photographing 

patterns onto it. 

McLaren worked for 
the General Post Office 
Film Unit for three years 
from 1936-9 developing 
his filmmaking skills 
under John Grierson. He 
emigrated, first to the 
USA in 1939, and then 
to Canada in 1941, to 
join Grierson who was 
now head of the recently 
founded Film Board 
of Canada. McLaren 
initiated and directed the 
Animation Department of 
the Board until 1984.

His film Neighbours (1952) 
an parable about two men 
who fight over a flower 
won an Academy Award 
in 1953. 

Courtesy of the National 
Film Board of Canada

Presented in association 
with McLaren 2014





Simon  
Payne

Colour Bars 
2004  
HD video (silent) 
running time: 08.00 
minutes 

Colour Bars re-configures 
the constant test signal 
image of seven fixed 
colour bars normally 
used to calibrate video 
equipment. Here the 
vertical stripes continually 
shift. The rapid pace with 
which the film has been 
cut produces different 
kinds of colour mixing, and 
in the video’s flickering, 
the phased fields of stripes 
appear to dart in all sorts 
of directions.

Simon Payne’s videos are 
concerned with shifting 
focal planes, the illusion of 
depth and the perception 
of colour. His work 
explores the relationship 
between abstract 
colour fields and the 

dimension of the screen, 
experimenting with 
standard and widescreen 
ratios. Although working 
with a limited colour 
palette and a coherent 
structure, Payne works on 
creating inexhaustable 
permutations of colours 
by offsetting the synching 
of repeated sequences, 
causing a phasing that 
affects the colour mixes 
and range of tonal 
combinations.

Payne studied Time 
Based Media at the Kent 
Institute of Art and Design, 
Maidstone and Electronic 
Imaging at Duncan of 
Jordanstone College of 
Art, Dundee. He received 
a PhD from the Royal 
College of Art in 2008. 
He is Senior Lecturer in 
Film and Media Studies at 
Anglia Ruskin University 
and has written extensively 
on experimental film 

and video. He is editor of 
Sequence published by 
no.w.here. 

Courtesy of the artist and 
LUX, London





Lis  
Rhodes

Dresden Dynamo 
1971  
16mm transferred to 
video (sound) 
running time: 05:07 
minutes

Dresden Dynamo was 
made entirely without 
using a camera. The 
images were created by 
rubbing black Letraset and 
Letratone dry transfers 
onto clear celluloid. The 
flow of constant, bold 
graphic forms ignores the 
regular cell structure of 
the filmstrip and extends 
beyond the frame into 
the area at the edge 
of the filmstrip that is 
usually reserved for the 
soundtrack. In projection, 
the optical bulb ‘reads’ 
this imagery and creates 
electronic-sounding audio. 
The different shapes 
create various pitches, 
timbres, and volume levels 
according to their density 

and configuration. 

At the printing stage, 
the filmstrip has been 
passed through deep 
blue and red filters. These 
contrasting colours 
create bold illusions of 
depth and exaggerate 
the interference patterns 
of the graphic dots and 
lines. To bring the sound 
and image into sync on 
the 16mm film strip the 
position of the sound 
track had to be advanced 
to 26 frames rather than 
24 frames per second to 
account for the distance 
between the main bulb 
and the photoelectric 
sound cell on the 16 mm 
projectors. 

Lis Rhodes has been 
a major influence on 
British artist filmmaking, 
especially women 
filmmakers. She was one 
of the first filmmakers 

to graduate from North 
East London Polytechnic 
where filmmaking had 
been introduced as part 
of the Communications 
department in the early 
1970s. She was a leading 
member of the London 
Film Makers Cooperative 
and its programmer from 
1975-6, and one of the 
founders of the women 
only distribution company 
Circles – Women’s Work in 
Distribution. 

Courtesy of the artist and 
LUX, London





Margaret  
Tait

Calypso  
1955 
35mm transferred to 
video (sound) 
running time: 04:29 
minutes

Calypso was Margaret 
Tait’s (1918–1999) first 
experiment in working 
directly on the film strip. 
Although dated 1955, it 
was created three years 
earlier in Italy, when she 
was given a surplus piece 
of 35mm film with an 
existing soundtrack of 
calypso music. Each image 
was painted by hand on 
the clear film stock, frame 
by frame using a brush and 
water-based colour dyes. 

The sequence has an 
openness and lightness of 
connection, characteristic 
of much of her later work, 
as each image transforms 
to the next. Tait described 
her works as film ‘poems’ 
rather than as documents. 

They describe the detail 
and commonplace 
through the pattern and 
rhythm of everyday life. 

Tait was determinedly self-
reliant in her film making. 
She has been described 
as the ‘only genuinely 
independent experimental 
mind in British film’ 
endorsing the important 
contribution that she has 
made to the development 
and history of twentieth 
century film-making.

She worked alone behind 
the camera, self-funding 
her work – of the more 
than thirty films that she 
made, only two received 
financial support. Her only 
feature length film, Blue 
Black Permanent was made 
in 1992.

Margaret Tait was born in 
Kirkwall, and graduated in 
medicine from Edinburgh 
University in 1941. From 

1950-52 she studied at 
the Centro Sperimentale 
di Cinematographia in 
Rome. Following this she 
returned to Edinburgh, 
establishing Ancona Films 
at her flat in Rose Street. 
She moved back to Orkney 
in the 1960s where she 
concentrated on making 
films inspired by Orcadian 
landscapes and culture.

The Pier Arts Centre holds 
an archive of Margaret Tait’s 
work. In 2010 the Glasgow 
Film Festival in partnership 
with LUX, established the 
Margaret Tait Award with 
support from Creative 
Scotland. In 2012 the 
bi-annual Margaret Tait 
Residency programme 
was launched to enable 
emerging filmmakers 
to spend an eight-week 
period in Orkney to 
develop their work.

Courtesy of Alec Pirie and 
LUX, London





Glossary

Analogue:
The term generally 
understood to mean any 
method of making still 
or moving image that 
is not digital. Analogue 
film-making involves 
recording the light in an 
image onto film stock, 
which then goes through 
further processes to make 
it suitable for playing back.

Celluloid:
A plastic compound, 
out of which film stock 
was made. All movie and 
photography films prior to 
the introduction of acetate 
films in the 1950s were 
made out of celluloid. Its 
high flammability was 
legendary, being known 
to self-explode when 
exposed to temperatures 
over 150°C in front of a hot 
projector beam.

DigitaI:
The increasingly common 

method used to record 
still or moving image. 
Images are recorded 
directly as digital files 
to be read through an 
electronic device – such 
as a computer or camera 
screen – and do not need 
further processing, as in 
film based recording.

Direct film:
A film-making process 
where the image is drawn 
directly on to the strip 
of film rather than being 
taken as a photograph by 
a camera.

film strip, film stock:
An analogue medium 
that is used for recording 
motion pictures or 
animation. Film stock/strip 
is the strip of transparent 
plastic onto which the 
image is recorded.

frame, frames per 
second:

A frame is a single image 
(or a series of them) on 
a piece of film. There are 
traditionally 24 frames per 
second.

HD:
Commonly refers to an 
increase in display or 
visual resolution over a 
previously used standard.

Letraset:
Brand name of a product 
used for producing 
letters. Typefaces (or other 
artwork elements like 
numbers or symbols) are 
printed onto a strip of 
transparent paper. These 
are then transferred onto a 
surface by rubbing.

Letratone dry transfers:
Brand name of a product 
used for producing 
shading and textures 
to drawings, similar in 
technique to Letraset. 
Patterns – like cross-



hatching or dots – are 
printed onto a transparent 
sheet, and these are then 
transferred onto a surface 
by rubbing.

optical bulb:
The light bulb used on a 
projector to light images 
on a strip of film stock 
and project them onto a 
surface to be viewed.

optical sound:
The system used by a 
projector to play back 
sound from a film print. 
The sound is exposed 
onto the film as a clear 
modulating line against 
black. The projector reads 
the track by passing it 
over a lamp called an 
exciter lamp, which is 
a light sensitive photo-
electric cell that generates 
a voltage that is then 
amplified and fed into a 
speaker.

Screen ratio, widescreen, 
standard:
Screen ratio, also known 
as aspect ratio, refers to 
the proportions of a single 
image in a film; the width 
of the frame divided by 
the height. ‘Standard’ 
refers to the traditional 
ratio found when using 
16mm or 35mm film stock. 
In 16mm and 35mm the 
camera photographs a 
slightly square image, with 
an aspect ratio of 1.33 to 
1. A widescreen image is 
commonly a ratio of 1.85 
to 1 for the US and 1.66 to 
1 for Europe, however 2.4 
to 1 is also in use, giving a 
very widescreen.

SD:
Standard Definition has a 
range of lower resolutions 
compared to Higher 
Definition or HD and no 
defined aspect ratio. 

Soundtrack:

The musical 
accompaniment to a film.

sync, synch, synchronize:
The timing and 
coordination of the sound 
and the image component 
of a piece of film.



Glossary

16mm:
Width of the strip of film 
used to make images. 
16mm was introduced in 
1923 as a less expensive  

 
amateur alternative to 
35mm film. During the 
1920s, the format was 
often referred to  

 
as sub-standard by the 
professional industry, and 
was less expensive than 
35mm film.

35mm:
A width of the strip of 
film stock used to make 
images. 35mm is the most  

 
common size of film strip 
that was traditionally used 
in analogue moving  

 
pictures, as well as still 
photography

16mm film strip

16mm film strip 
with sound

35mm film strip 
with sound



Super8:
A type of 8mm film used 
for recording moving 
image. The 8 refers to the  

 
8mm stock size. It was 
considered ‘super’ because 
the way that the film was  

 
made allowed for a slightly 
bigger frame size than 
standard 8mm film stock.

Super 8 film strip

Super 8 film strip 
with sound
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