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editorõs note:  
At a stay in our home late in Henscheôs life and reminiscing in melancholy 
tones, he said that the main problem he had during his entire career of 
trying to teach people a true understanding of colour painting was that 
most could only see colour study as ñsomething they had to do while on 
their way to better things.ò  He said they could not see the unlimited 
potential it offered as a completely new art form, a new approach to 
painting. And as such the majority of his students (especially during the 
first half of his teaching career) simply hybridized what he tried to teach 
them on to their preferred forms and conventions, forms and conventions 
he had already spoken of as outdated or obsolete.  The proof of this is 
easily discovered by simply looking at the works of many of those former 
students and their hybrid colour tonalism. He said this generally happened 
because in his mind people did not have enough humility to submit 
themselves to something higher than their own egos or their own 
ambitions.  
 
Then there were many from the second half of his teaching career who 
turned the elementary and beginning colour study lessons into a colour 
recipe or formula for painting vivid colourful works, very decorative and 
very appealing to a broad audience of fans and collectors. Unfortunately 
most of these works rarely approximate nature as Henscheôs works do. 
This is because they lack that ultimate refinement of colour relationships, 
the colour relationships that cannot be had through any combination of 
that vivid colouration.  
 
 But those two groups, the coloured tonalist reactionaries and the 
decorative coloured pictorialists, should neither one be considered the end 
legacy of Henscheôs teachings. This is only where the individual has taken 
what they had learned and applied it to their own personal interests in 
painting, but no one of which is actually representative of what Hensche 
taught.   
 
This state of things has come about because many have found a way of 
doing things that they are comfortable with and adept at and most of us will 
rarely extend ourselves beyond our own comfort zone. But unless we are 
willing to do this and accept many failures in the process there can be no 
advancement in the visual refinement of oneôs colour or oneôs finished 
works, so are fated as Hensche said, ñTo simply repeat themselves until 
the boredom of this repetition causes them to give up painting altogether.ò 
 
 The simple fact is that most studentsô exposure, to the full range of his 
thinking and ideas on colour composition, was limited or of a fragmentary 
nature. So in truth what he taught has become so bastardized and so 
personalized by people pursuing their own tastes or pushing their own 
agendas that the full scope of what he taught is no longer available to 



anyone who might wish to study and understand it.  And personal 
anecdotes, no matter how charming, have nothing to do with the base core 
of his teachings and certainly nothing to do with Henscheôs higher ideals 
for reaching the fullest potential of three dimensional colour composition. 
Yes, people should paint in any way which pleases their own eyes but 
should do so without thinking as some do that their personal vision is the 
correct one while saying all others are either self deluded or just plain liars. 
 
In eastern thought one is taught that there are three ages or periods of any 
true teaching; ñthe genuine ageò where the original living teacher reaches 
out directly to the individual student in an attempt to clearly communicate 
his truths. Then ñthe age of counterfeit teachingsò which appear to be true 
but have actually lost any real connection to the root core of the original 
teachings, this core having been lost through the original studentôs neglect 
and lack of persistent practice of those original teachings.  And then ñthe 
ending ageò where the truth no longer exists but is taught as anecdotes 
deemed to be true, and these accepted as true because there is no longer 
any living standard left to compare them too. So where are we now with 
Hensche?   When former or present students glibly say, ñI have already 
studied colour! I already know how to see!ò, then this illustrates why and 
how we have arrived at the ending age.  Because as Hensche said the 
ignorant and the arrogant always see colour study not as a personal 
struggle and a lifelong endeavor but just as ñsomething they had to do 
while on their way to better things.ò 
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THE HENSCHE APPROACH TO COLOUR 

STUDY IN PAINTING  

 
A brief introduction to the beginning stages of colour 

study with sequential examples and commentary  

 

Preface:       
This article is an expanded version of the piece previously 

written for rationalpainting.org  and is about the beginning 

stages of Henry Henscheôs method or approach to colour study 
as well as some of his other ideas about colour composition in 
painting.  There is also the attempt to disentangle Hensche from 
a great number of misconceptions.           
 
One is always reluctant to write or post anything at all about 
what Hensche taught for several reasons, one is that I am not a 
teacher or a writer, I donôt know enough to be either one.  
Secondly there is always someone usually quite justifiably who 
believes themselves to be of superior knowledge and judgment 
always ready to condemn or be negative or destructive of 
anything positive that is offered freely to others, (but the reader 
will have to judge that for themselves).  And thirdly and most 
importantly is that one does not want to assist any charlatans 
who are teaching for profit to gain a more credible spiel through 
which to further dupe their paying clients.  The words 
themselves mean nothing, so the student must look to the 
teachersô works to see if they actually reflect the meanings and 
content of those words.  If not then the sincere student is the 
one who loses out and is left to pay the costs and it is for those 
sincerely interested of all ages that this effort is made here. 
 



Although I have been allowed this space to repost this modified 
version of the RP.org article, so that everyone has easier access 
to the materials, this website is not responsible or accountable 
for its tone or content. The entirety of this article has been 
compiled and edited by g.t. thurmond for all those interested in 
colour study but who were not fortunate enough to have studied 
with Henry Hensche directly.  One wishing to see more images 
of Henscheôs works can access www.thehenschefoundation.org/ 
 
Those of you who are actually interested in colour study will 
have to bear with me, it is not a simple subject and I have made 
these pages as short as possible without losing their meaning. 
Being a simple minded person you all must please forgive my 
poor use of the Queenôs English, but I have tried to be plain 
spoken and clear so not to confuse anyone.  The language is 
impersonal where practical, but it is difficult to present facts in a 
void, especially if one is passionate about oneôs subject.  
 
Many will find this article very useful while a few others may find 
the style of presentation or verbal delivery offensive but it has 
been written for adults, not children or adolescents. My only 
concern is to disseminate these ideas in a way that anyone who 
wishes to attempt to study for themselves can have free access 
and be guided by relevant and accurate information on colour 
study materials and procedures.  This article is about training 
not painting so the jpg examples in the study sections were 
chosen for their simplicity and direct ability to illustrate the 
ideas explained in the text and is written as one would speak; 
because it is fully intended to be an adequate substitute for live 
instruction.  One should not have to pay for something that the 
intelligent and self motivated student can read for themselves, 
do for themselves and if one studies as described can figure out 
for themselves.  
 

The copy type face is mainly 14 point Ariel and Arial Black  in 

18-20 point type for headers, san serif to eliminate annoying 
screen blur and large enough to compensate for the 
condensation or compression of smaller high res screens and 
still be easily readable.  This article was designed to be 
displayed as a 10 ½ inch wide word.doc page, with type line and 

http://www.thehenschefoundation.org/


images at a 7 ½ inch width.  As a printed document this would 
be a 6 inch line on an 8 ½ inch wide paper but at 100% screen 
display it should display as the larger format.  If one can 
download original 50MB file as word document or PDF then one 
can enlarge pages and view jpgs to see colour details or read 

smaller written and typed materials such as in Dia. e , d , and f . 

 

This document will NOT print accuratel y as displayed.  

The settings are RGB, not CMYK and the jpg saturations and 
contrasts do not automatically convert to printable settings 
where the prints will be correct or equivalent to monitor display. 
 
All jpg examples of studies as well of Henscheôs paintings and 
class demonstrations have been corrected and balanced as 
closely as possible but oneôs monitor type and/or monitor 
settings as well as ones search engine or server can often make 
the CIE-LAB (or equivalent) colours look exaggerated. And since 
this article is about colour and developing oneôs colour 
perception it is important that the examples give as correct an 
impression as possible to the viewers eye as the original work 
would have, or at least as closely as we can make our monitors 
display them. 
 
 Many keep their monitors calibrated with those programs for 
doing such. Otherwise if you have older equipment your monitor 
should be set at fairly high contrast or even 100% on CRT 
monitors and the brightness at 60% or higher for colour clarity 
as this removes the grey dingy tinge which low contrast settings 
put over any colouration.  The jpgs in this article were corrected 

to be displayed at a screen setting of 6500K (sRGB ) .  If your 

monitor is set at 9300K they will display too bluish cool, if set at 
the 5000K setting they will display too warm and dull, to reset to 
6500K should only take a few clicks on the front of your monitor. 
If your monitor displays the colour patches below fairly well then 
the rest of the jpgs should be reasonably accurate also.  
 
All jpgs have been sized for document limitations but are at their 
most accurate when article is viewed at 150%. A much smaller 
display will concentrate the colours and they will appear more 



saturated, a much larger display will cause the colours to appear 
paler as the size increases, so please keep that in mind and 
adjust accordingly. But once again, on most monitors especially 
CRT types if the screen is set at 6500K, 100% contrast and 60% 
or slightly higher brightness then display should be good.  
 

Colour correction patches : 

In the colour patches the top group are 100% saturated colours, 
middle greys are desaturation of top group, and bottom group is 
greyscale mode of the saturated colours at top (as one can see 
desaturation and actual greyscale have little relation to one 
another), along with pure black and pure white on left margin. It 
should also be remembered that RGB colour cannot produce 
any true yellow or orange so is a compromise at best, but these 
are the limitations we must work under.  
 
 if you are interested in best display or colour bias of your 
monitor and have a Photoshop program or Elements or other 
type one can copy, save and display this colour patches jpg into 
that program and do the following - click on your colour 
sampling tool (such as eye dropper etc) from the tool bar or 
menu, click sample the lower left bottom section of white, when 
the display box pops up the sampling circle should be 
completely buried in the desaturated white corner of the colour 
vectoring box, if not and if it is out within the boxôs displayed 
colour then that tint will show the colour bias of your screen. 
Sample the black band at left, the indicator circle should be 
buried in the desaturated black corner of the box. If you sample 
the center section of desaturated greys the indicator should be 
exactly halfway between the previous white and black locations. 
And in sampling the grey scale of bottom group the indicator 
should stay in the desaturated strip also with no colour bias 
tinge.  
 
One can remove any excess screen colour bias by slightly 
reconfiguring the RGB settings for the monitor or running a 
program designed for this purpose.  I would add that it is not 
necessary to make any corrections at all, this information is 
simply for those who may be dissatisfied with how these jpgs 
display or those who are very particular about monitor colour.  



 
For those interested in the other colour patches information the 
colours in top group are @ 100% saturation and displayed are 
both RGB and CMY, when sampled in Photoshop they will 
display on the chromatic bar scale and the percentage 
breakdown will be displayed in numbers, the results should be 
as listed here.  5 is @ 255R/100% all RED saturation.  3 is @ 
255G/100% all GREEN saturation.  6 is @ 255B/100% all BLUE 
saturation.  2 is @ 255G and 255B and is 100% CYAN saturation.  
4 is 255R and 255 B and is 100% MAGENTA saturation.  1 is @ 
255R and 255G and is 100% YELLOW saturation.  
 
One with further interest in the RGB colour model can start here 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RGB_color_model 
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Introduction:  

I was invited to join the rationalpainting.org Hensche discussion 
by someone who thought the information on Hensche was being 
given from second, third or fourth hand sources mostly as 
negative opinion and that no reasonable information of his 
exacting ideas had been posted.  In looking over those postings 
one could say that that was mostly true. I am no authority on all 
things Hensche but had an association with him from the 
summer of 1969 until a few months before his death in 1992, as 
student, comrade, and friend. And although having been a 
student of colour for over 40 years that certainly makes no claim 
to having a complete knowledge on the subject,  however I am 
willing to freely pass along some of my colour study experience 
and will try to be as accurate as possible in the reporting of my  
limited understanding of it.  I will attempt in this article to make 
things clear enough for each of you to teach yourselves how to 
study colour, which is of course the best of all worlds, one in 
which you will make your own perceptual discoveries and 
neither be a mimic, clone, or derivative of anyone elseôs vision.    
 
I do not like to start out on a negative point but I thought a brief 
bit of house cleaning was in order and want to get this out of the 
way first:    In reading through the Henry Hensche posts on 
RP.org the first misconception that jumps to the eye has been 
this constant linking of Hensche with a well known teacher in 
the northeast as I have seen done here and in a generally 
derisive manner towards Hensche by people who never met the 
man.  Linking Hensche to any other painter than Hawthorne or 
himself is a clear injustice to Hensche, especially when one has 
no understanding of what he represented.   Just because 
someone was a former student of any particular teacher does in 
no way suggest that what that painter or his school does is in 
any way related to or reflective of what the original teacherôs 
visual principles or insights were. What they or their assistants 



may teach would be a once or twice or three times removed 
version of their own personal adaptation, by the same token one 
cannot lay the outlandish colour practices (or verbal statements) 
of some of his other former students at his door step either.  All 
these people should have their work judged against the qualities 
their own works display, not in reference to Hensche as the 
source of your or anyone elseôs misgivings. The successes or 
the failings of others cannot be lain at the door step of the 
original teacher, whoever that teacher might be.   
 
Another distortion and false assumption is that Hensche taught 
Impressionism.  Hensche did NOT teach Impressionism but 
rather the visual colour principles discovered by the 
Impressionists as applied to perceptual development. He did not 
teach this or any other formulaic techniques. He said, ñFor lack 
of a better word we call these impressionist colour principles.ò 
So the sales pitch of the commercial workshops cannot look to 
Hensche as justification for this error or deception whichever 
the case maybe.  Hensche was not interested in styles or ñismsò 
but only in perceptual development and how to best express 
ones level of visual refinement through coloured pigments. 
 
Unlike so many today Hensche was not consumed with blind 
ambition to make a name for himself but put his efforts into his 
continued perceptual development and his teaching of colour 
study.  I will say here at the beginning that Hensche did NOT 
teach colour as an adjunct to, or a decoration for academic 
drawing and values as it is being sold in many schools and 
workshops today.  He fought this bastardized hybridization his 
entire life and although he also fought the modernists tooth and 
nail he said, ñThe moderns have their own thing and they are 
welcomed to it.òé ñIt is the academics who refuse to allow any 
new ideas in that are contrary to their outdated obsolete 
formulas which always lead to the same predictable results.ò    
 
You may ask yourself, ñWell if these ideas are so great and have 
the importance you suggest, why have I heard so little of them 
before?ò  And that is a truly legitimate question. The reason we do 
not find these ideas, ideals, and principles at the forefront of 
painting today is that few know of this particular strain and 



combination of knowledge and many of those who did have already 
passed away.   While many others were trained in it some have yet 
to fully develop these ideas in their own works.  And there are 
many others who have adapted or hybridized it for their own 
purposes and others still who have abandoned it altogether.  This 
has happened because it requires such a great deal of self 
discipline, integrity about oneôs visual honesty, and humility before 
nature as well as these ideas. It also takes an enormous amount of 
time and effort to become proficient with this approach.  
 
There are more direct routes to simple pictorial representation as 
well as easier paths to arrive at artistic notoriety and material 
prosperity.  That was not an elitist remark, just a simple statement 
of practical fact.  It is not that difficult to become an ñartistò per seô 
but can be quite another thing to develop as a painter or to even be 
a good student and everyone needs to understand with some 
urgency the necessity of educating their eye and mind to a highly 
developed colour perception if they wish to someday become a 
successful painter because the naïveté of personal visual 
limitations are not a virtue if they restrict the fullness of oneôs 
eventual artistic expression. 
 
There is a great deal of ñnecessary repetitionò in these pages 
because this is intended to be an adequate substitute for live 
instruction.  Hensche was constantly repeating himself so that 
one would understand both the meaning and importance of the 
visual principle he was attempting to teach you.  Most of the 
definitions of technical terms are defined in the paragraph where 
they are introduced or the meaning is built up as one reads 
through the entire piece, so I did not feel compelled to make a 
glossary of terms.   
 
Of course the majority of these terms will not be new to most 
excepting light key and a few others which will be defined as 
explained above.  One may need to pay attention to the very 
particular (or peculiar if you prefer) way many other terms are 
used.  Wherever the word colour is used it is in reference to its 
chromatic content, its particular level of purity or intensity and 
this should be kept in mind as one reads because it is not in 
reference to any values.  Form plane is very important to 



understand in that it means ñplaneò as used in solid geometry or 
sculpture; it is a section of a three dimensional form having both 
surface area and two dimensional shape as well as having a 
directional movement (advancing, receding, lateral, diagonal, 
etc).  Colour plane is the chromatic content of that surface as 
previously described. 
 
The colour study approach is a visual comparative process and 
is deceptively simple on the surface, the major requirements of 
which are oneôs mental, perceptual, and observational 
concentration, and that is the difficult part. I have laid out the 
study procedure as Hensche taught it and explained it not just to 
me but also to many others.  I have also tried to insert some 
brief historical context in order to give credit to where all these 
ideas evolved from. Hawthorne and Hensche did not pull them 
out of thin air but were part of an historical progression. As he 
used to say at the beginning of many lectures, ñOne has to know 
where one fits into the history of the ideas in painting.ò 
 
So it is for all of us to look upon Hensche openly and without 
personal preferences and visual biases prejudging everything 
he stood for before we have any real understanding of what any 
of that might be. For those who wish to actually do the long term 
exercises and colour problems and learn how to study colour for 
themselves I think you will find these pages and examples most 
useful. The words themselves mean very little and one will never 
have an understanding of it without doing a great many colour 
studies over a great many years.  As to what he taught Hensche  
said "no one should believe anything I tell them, you should do 
the work and test it for yourselves, I could be wrong but none of  
you can know that until you have studied it for yourself.ò    

  
 

 

 

 

 

 



Fig. 3  Henry Hensche, self portrait,  1970s 

 

 
 



________________ 
Henry Hensche   

Charles Webster Hawthorne (1872-1930), who had been William 
Merritt Chaseôs (1849-1916) final teaching assistant, opened his 
own school in the sleepy Portuguese fishing village of 
Provincetown, Massachusetts in 1899, coincidentally, the same 
year that his future assistant and heir, Heinrich Hensche (1899-
1992), was being born in Germany. This summer school for 
colour instruction was operating continuously from the summer 
of 1899 until its closing the autumn of 1989 with Hensche being 
the sole instructor from 1930 onwards.  When asked why he had 
never had an assistant Hensche replied, ñBecause I would be 
short changing the beginnersò, that being the most important 
time for the students eventual understanding and development. 
He believed as Hawthorne did that if one could grasp and 
understand the fundamental principles of colour study they 
could learn to see colour well and teach themselves to paint. 
 
Henry Hensche studied painting for 74 years and evolved in his 
thinking and teaching as his perception and refinement of colour 
relationships grew,  finding over that lengthy period all things in 
colour to be relational and without absolutes.  His journey was a 
complete traversal of the stages of perceptual development in 
painting through the centuries, from the dark contrasty value 
painting of the old masters, while at the Art Institute of Chicago, 
to his first exposure to colour through Hawthorneôs Cape School 
when he was 19 which routed his transitional development 
through tonalism and coloured tonalism on up through his full 
development as a colourist which according to him took until 
the winter of 1960 to accomplish.   
 
Henry was incredibly honest and brutal with his self criticisms, 
the unevenness of his works over the years testify to the 
integrity of his struggles and self evaluations and his 
unwillingness to settle on anything short of his ideal visual goal 
or to indulge in derivative subject matter or visual clichés.  And 
he as well as Hawthorne thought that one should not despise 



beginners for their crudeness which may in turn be far more 
accurate and truer to nature in its genuine honesty and 
crudeness than others are in their formulaic, smug, and self 
perceived precision.  Henscheôs goal was recognition and 
expression of the observed essentials of oneôs subject, a fully 
developed poetry, not endless tedious prose generated by 
countless detailed minutiae.  He was a visual revolutionary; he 
was not an academic with a copyist mentality.  
 

Hensche looked at the history of painting as a series of 
perceptual developments over the centuries as well as the 
progression of the means of expression.  As such there was in 
the beginning traditional value painting being limited to earth 
pigments, blacks and white and an occasional blue used in 
strong value contrasts.  This further evolved into a more refined 
value tonalism where fine gradations of values gave a truer 
representation of the subject in its lighting than had been 
possible through earlier higher contrasts, although the pigments 
available for the painterôs palette were still quite limited.  
 

But after the discovery and invention of the new more intense 
pigments such as the cadmiums in the 1800s the colour 
revolution began (Barbizon in France, Turner in England, the 
Impressionists, and Post Impressionism, and Fauves), 
eventually evolving to the use of a full chromatic spectral scale 
of pigments used as contrasting colours, often in compliments 
in an attempt to reach the luminous quality of the out door light.  
 
After 1900 the visual shock of all this new colouration began to 
wane and what developed in the mainstream both in Europe and 
America was local colour tonalism, local colour meaning the 
named colour of any object or surface such as red vase or green 
grass.  Chase would be a representative of this vision, a value 
painter who uses the different local colours of area or object to 
represent that subject while modelling the form gradations of 
the subject from light to dark with the values of each objectôs or 
surfaceôs local colour.  This is what the majority of academic 
painters did and still does today.   
 



At the same time coloured tonalism began to develop as well, 
Sorolla would be representative of this visual classification in 
which completely different colours for the light planes and 
shadow areas are observed from the subject, each being 
dependant upon the lighting situation or light key for their 
colouration and not simply that objectôs local colour, as example 
a white dress in sunlight might be bright pink light planes and 
medium blue shadow notes. However within the pink or the blue 
the form gradations were made with value changes of the mass 
note of colour, therefore still a somewhat limited perception in 
the modelling of the forms although far closer to the actuality of 
what one sees in the light than are representations made from 
value based local colours.  
 
[Someone had asked the question about Sorollaôs palette ñbeing 
more somber indoorsò but as a colourist for lack of a better 
word itôs not so much a matter of what people call a subdued 
palette (a palette consisting of somber pigments) as it is mixing 
the more somber notes of colour from ones regularly laid out 
palette. The same 15 pigments being present on the colouristôs 
palette at all times not unlike a piano in which all the keys are 
always there in the same arrangement but various expressions 
are to be found within the combinations one puts together. 
Although indoors is much lower keyed than outdoors the same 
fundamental principles of light key and definite form plane 
colour changes apply, therefore the full range of pigments are 
still needed to express those complex compound colourations.   
 

To further answer the question, we could say that for all his 
blaze of colour outdoors what is interesting is that indoors 
Sorollaôs ladies, although still shown in colourful attire, would 
have an almost monochromatic tonal value head perched atop 
their colourfully clothed bodies within colourful room interiors. 
With all of his beautiful colour this is something he did not 
manage to accomplish which was a portrait in full colour where 
the values are subjugated to the colours. But to see a good 
representation of a head done strictly from a colouristôs 
perspective is rare, even today. 
 



I know some dislike a statement like this but as with all painting 
the end result is an interpretation of the subject,   it is ñthe 
language of light being translated into the language of coloured 
pigmentsò, its paint not reality, relational and not absolute. That 
being said I have always felt the relationship of Sorollaôs indoor 
monochrome heads to be a little jarring when found within their 
more colourful surroundings. In his outdoor portraits he 
managed enough coloured reflections on the flesh to hold the 
value oriented head within the light key to a much higher degree.  
 
A grandson or grand nephew of Sorollaôs showed up at one of 
Henscheôs class demonstration paintings, in their discussion 
Hensche asked how Sorolla came about his level of outdoor 
colour perception.  The man told Henry that Sorolla had done 
hundreds and hundreds of small colour studies in which he 
learned to state the large masses of light and shade with enough 
chromatic strength to represent outdoor lighting effects and  
these he adapted to his fine draughtsmanship and easy brush.  
He developed to be a very fine coloured tonalist, his value 
variations within the masses were the only thing he did not 
develop into true colour changes.]  
 
Eventually this coloured tonalism evolved through the ideas of 
Hawthorne and Hensche into full colour painting in which the 
light key dominates the local colour and all form changes are 
made with observed colour contrasts (all explained later in more 
detail).  This is where value is subservient to varied intensities of 
observed colouration. In any particular study or painting the 
main masses of light and shade as well as in all observed colour 
variations no plane or form change can be a repetition of the 
same colour nor can any adjacent note be a simple value change 
of its neighbor especially in the volumetric modelling of the 
forms.   Chase was a value tonalist with colour added, which by 
Henscheôs definitions would be called a coloured tonalist, 
although Chase would be on the lower end of the chromatic 
scale because his colours, generally local colours, are 
subjugated to his values;  while Sorolla as explained earlier 
would be on the higher chromatic end because his values were 
generally subjugated to his colours.   
 



 On the other hand Hensche In his highest development totally 
rejected values as the basis of visual representation because he 
had developed observed contrasting chromatic changes as the 
basis, for Hensche light key always trumps local colouration.  As 
he stated many times, ñNothing can be seen outside of or apart 
from its illumination, its lighting situation, its light keyò ,  which 
Leonardo had already observed,  ñwhen any colour is 
illuminated by its corresponding light the colour far from being 
diminished is actually enhancedòé and that ñone need only look 
upon white buildings at sunset to see that the sun and sky 
illuminate with the characteristics of their colours and all 
surfaces are transformed into the unexpectedò, or Pissarro 
remarking that, ñit was the scientists who showed us that the 
local colour of the object and the colouration of the light are two 
distinctly separate things.ò  Henscheôs observational approach 
to colour was of a nature of the unexpected as the norm; and of 
having no predetermined systematic formula with which to 
express it. 
 

He often said, ñThere is no beauty until it is perceived by the 
mind of man, and the level of oneôs perceptual development 
determines the quality of that beauty.ò  He taught that what we 
see is dependant upon how we see; colour is perceptual and not 
conceptual, physical processes not mental machinations.  What 
Hensche taught was a lengthy series of progressively more 
difficult colour problems from beginning to end requiring 
roughly 20 years to traverse, and that is if one took no side 
trips.  The beginning of that series of problems was the use of 
vivid over colouration to deprogram visual perception from its 
accumulated habits of conceptualizing and filtering and 
distorting what it had seen as opposed to actual perceptual 
seeing. These colour practices attempted to eliminate the 
biases, opinions and filters so that there were no barriers 
between the external stimuli  which enters the eye and what 
registered within the perceptual areas of the brain (nor to create 
any colour formulas to express that uncontaminated vision).   
 
It was to be all trial and error on every paint statement,  he 
admonished everyone not to have formulas or colour systems 
because that blocked out the genuine and unique surprise and 



truth of nature and made oneôs work predictable, quickly stale 
and eventually boring. Instead he insisted that ñOne should 
paint as if one were a blind man just having received his sight.ò 
And in that spirit he often warned about allowing any new set of 
concepts to reprogram the perception,  one was not to swap the 
dullness of values for spectral vividness as many did and have 
done, but were to develop in a way that left oneôs perception 
completely open to the exacting colour combinations that were 
there before the eyes whether they be bright and vivid or somber 
and luminous. 
 

Even though extremely difficult to condense I will try to clearly 
delineate his study procedures along with this glimpse of him in 
as succinct a form as possible.  The differentiations of tonalism, 
coloured tonalism, etc are of course the briefest sketch and are 
not meant to be anything other than a note of explanation and 
clarification.  These are how he described the ideas briefly in his 
explanations to students as to how what they were attempting to 
do was different from what had come before, these perceptual 
differences which he pointed out constantly will become clearer 
as I flesh out the colour study procedures and progressions.  He 
and what he taught are difficult nuts to crack with words, as he 
used to explain the visual is not the verbal or we would all be 
writers instead of painters. 
 

Hensche said, ñThere is study and there is performance, and we 
should not confuse the two, study is done for perceptual 
development, our performances show us where we are in that 
development, and we must have bothé. ò 
 
The study approach was and is a logical and sequential way to 
go about visually analyzing both the colour and the structure of 
the subject so the student at what ever level of development 
could advance from a somewhat easily seen general truth to a 
more complex and specific one.  And by so doing have a more 
complete understanding of what constituted the whole of the 
subject (its structure, volumes, rhythmic plane changes, etc) so 
that one was not simply making a superficial likeness of the 
subject but also had some bit of comprehension of its actuality.  
Here at the beginning I would add that I am not trying to sell 



these ideas to anyone, simply trying to explain how what Henry 
Hensche did was different from what others have done. I will 
start with two of his most important colour study principles ï 
ñlight key vs local colourò, and ñcolour masses and colour 
variations vs grisaille and valuesò.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fig. 4   Henry Hensche, self portrait, about 1960s 

 

 
 

 

 



Light key vs local colour:    

This is the most foundational principle of what Hensche 
taught, the idea that each local colour (defined as an objectôs 
named colour seen at close hand under a steady white light) 
seen within our field of vision was almost always modified from 
its named colour by a great number of variables.  Some of these 
being the kind of day (sunny, grey, atmospheric, etc) or time of 
day (early morning, mid day, late afternoon, dusk, etc) or 
seasonal angle of the light, (or types of artificial lighting), 
atmospheric conditions, humidity, dust, etc.  Any particular 
combination of these variables and their collective effect upon 
that observed local colour during the short and defined period of 
study is the light key (being more complex than this but I am not 
trying to write a physics manual although one cannot escape the 
general physics of it).   
 
This is of course why green trees at a distance are blue or at 
sunset are orange or at dusk are deep violet, these physical 
modifications brought on by the light or lack of light and other 
combined conditions.  The upshot of all this is that local colour 
as a simple reality is almost nonexistent, although most people 
believe they perceive local colour as such.  In other words 
perception does its best to erase all these modifications and 
maintain a steady state of comprehension not just with white but 
with all named local colours, when in truth the light key changes 
are usually fairly conspicuous especially if one has set 
themselves the task to see those differences. 
 
Hensche believed that even with the light key modifications, if 
painted to its refined relationship, that one could still recognize 
the local colour of each one of the objects as modified, because 
all have been affected in the same manner.  So the impression 
upon the eye was that, even though none of the colour notations 
contained any of the objects actual local colour, in the overall 
relationship each was still recognizable as such excepting that 
now it was a truer rendition of the subject by having taken all the 
light key modifications into consideration.  For example, a white 
block in relationship with other objects done outdoors on a grey 
day will still appear as a white object within that scene even 



though the 3 planes showing to the eye may be a pale lavender 
on top, the lit side plane being a light mid tone green, and the 
more shaded plane a medium blue violet.   Even so the effect 
was to truthfully show a white object as modified.  One did not 
look for local colour in an area but were instructed to look for 
the colour in each area which best represented the light key in 
that area. Once again in the Hensche approach to colour study 
light key always trumps local colour.  
 
What Henryôs method of study allowed one to do through 
constant observational scanning (in which all colours were 
quickly compared to all other colours) was to reset the 
perceptual norms. This had the result of not allowing previously 
conditioned perception to erase these light key modifications 
but to clearly register them. This was done by training the eye to 
a level of sensitivity that allowed one to see these light key 
modifications not only at a distance in the larger landscape but 
also at a very short distance, as in a still life set up out doors or 
a head 4 feet away from the eye or in whatever subject or 
whatever lighting.  This was done through specific comparisons 
of every mass colour note as well as every major and minor 
colour variation as constantly compared to one another (this I 
will attempt to describe and explain in further detail in the next 
post called doing a colour study).   
 
As each colour note was lain into its proper area it would of 
course affect how the colours adjacent to it appeared to the eye, 
in turn each of those were slightly modified to bring and keep all 
notes in a balanced relational harmony that represented the light 
key in each area.  For example cadmium scarlet out of the tube, 
although having a specific intensity is neither a light colour nor 
a deep colour in isolation but can stand as a light or deep within 
a relationship where the perception of it is modified by its 
surroundings, this being true of all colours.  So regardless of a 
colours specificity, which is an unchallenged physical fact, how 
things are perceived is completely relational.  This being true 
because no colour can be removed from the lighting 
(modifications) under which it is being perceived.  Light key 
trumps local colour, always! 
 



The eye is very sensitive to all colour changes, it is the visual 
perceptual areas of the brain that must be re-trained away from 
biological presets as well as accumulated biases and personal 
preferences and this could be done through extended and 
persistent comparative colour study.  This is a long term and 
often difficult task to modify the perception from its pre 
programming, but even more difficult to keep it from 
reprogramming itself with another bias (such as overly vivid 
colour, or ñfruit salad colouringò as the late Englishman Harold 
Speed called it).  Perceptionôs auto default setting is to perceive 
in black and white, it is for survival because colour camouflages 
dangers.  But we all have the capacity to expand our colour 
perception from the average persons 25000 or so colours to 10 
or 20 times that number, but as with all capacities it requires 
training and development to reach its individual potential. It was 
through Henscheôs specific colour study problems that this was 
attempted, and accomplished for some individuals to a greater 
degree than others. So in turn each student ends up painting 
according to the capacity they have developed or unfortunately 
to the reprogramming biases they preferred. Even if one studies 
in the right way there is no guarantee of success.  That is totally 
dependant on the character of the student. 

  

(A brief note  on a further definition of light keys   

excepting in the negative, what a light key is not.  Generic light 
effects are not true light keys.  We all make a great many generic 
effects for a great many years before we are ever capable of 
making an actual light key because that is determined by the 
refinements of colours in relation, which is not about vivid 
contrasts in most cases.  A sunny effect, or grey day or warm 
coloured late afternoon are all generic effects until they are 
carried to a finer relation of colouring than the stark, raw or 
vivid.  These could be called the precursors of light keys, the 
germination of oneôs perception towards an apprehension of 
true light keys. Yet colour schemes, colour effects, raw 
contrasts,  these are not indicative of true light keys in that they 
are not a refinement but are general and foundational generic 
colouring and if adhered to as being considered a light key will 
usually only lead to decorative or illustrative pictorialism. While 



it is of necessity in the beginning that we all work from an easily 
seen and bold general truth in order to finally perceive a more 
complex finer one we also must work from a generic light effect 
in the beginning until through perceptual refinement we 
eventually develop the abilities to go beyond the general and the 
generic.  
  
That was not intended to sound negative, it is rather an 
explanation of the difference between the true light keys one 
observes in nature (in oneôs subject) wherein the colour 
combinations used to express it make oneôs eye think of nature 
first and paint second.  In the other generic effects, the eye and 
mind automatically think paint first and maybe nature second or 
third or not at all.  If the overwhelming impression upon the eye 
is one of coloured pigment then we have not studied long 
enough to reach the necessary colour refinement to be able to 
express and represent true light keys.  So just as one must train 
themselves in the beginning through strong vivid colouration 
one must also quickly develop beyond that stage of perception 
as well as develop beyond that type of execution and 
representation. As will be said many times in this article we 
must start from the savage, the vivid, the robust colouration to 
throw off the shackles of visual concepts, but we also must be 
careful not to get hung in any of these overcoloured 
developmental  stages or else we will never fully perceive the 
complex colour relations of true light keys,  if we mistake 
generic light effects for light keys and push our perception no 
further then we will simply become decorative illustrators and 

never reach our true potential as colour painters.) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fig. 5   Henry Hensche, self portrait, about 1940s 

 

 
 



Colour masses and c olour variations vs 

grisaille and value changes:   

In making colour the foundation of visual representation (in 
opposition to academic drawing values) Henscheôs teacher 
Charles Hawthorneôs contribution to the evolution of colour 
painting was that he replaced the generalized grey scale masses 
of light and shade with distinctively different colour masses 
observed directly from the subject, these colour masses in their 
relationship established both the light key as well as the major 
form volumes of the painting.  This approach to painting (both in 
the masses and modelling variations) is based upon colour 
contrasts not value contrasts. His observed mass colours were 
stated with chromatic strength and then modified and refined 
several times to get their visual relationship as close to that of 
the subject as possible. This created a specific and stable 
foundation for the colour modelling of form planes to hold true 
to nature. By having this mass colour note for constant visual 
comparison (to both the subject as well as the smaller notes lain 
upon it) any smaller form modelling variation notes which 
violated the observed light key would be obviously incorrect and 
would either be correctly restated or removed.   
 
In value painting the value can be absolutely correct and the 
colour still be totally wrong, in colour painting in both masses 
and variations if the colour is correct the value is automatically 
correct without ever having taken it into consideration.  Values 
are extrapolated from colours; colours are not extrapolated from 
values.  So in this approach to colour study the grisaille is seen 
to be obsolete since the student can study the actual 
colouration directly by examining each component within the 
lighting colouration of the observed subject.  These 
observations to be analyzed component by component and layer 
by layer, a dissecting of the light to understand the spectral 
makeup of the subject.   
 
There being no reason to translate the colours into black and 
white and greys before they are retranslated back in to colour.  If 
one would think about that for a moment one can see the arcane 
foolishness of it as pertains to colour.  It is an antiquated system 



where pictorial representation is based on drawing values 
instead of colour.  In reality what we see is colour, there is no 
greyscale or values operating either in the physics of light or in 
the perception of mind, they are simply another conceptual 
limitation left over from a time in which there were few actual 
pigments with which to express the visual.    
 
At the start of a study colour notes are exaggerated or 
emphasized in order to bring them to the full attention of 
perception, one intentionally overshoots the mark and through 
constant scanning and comparison of subject to colour notes 
one slowly brings the colours back to a relational actuality.  For 
the student to begin the other way, of attempting to ñpaint what 
they seeò (as the old saying goes) one usually stops short of the 
necessary intensity to accurately represent the light effect 
because in the beginning one does not actually comprehend the 
complete effect of what one sees because one cannot see 
beyond the present level of oneôs perceptual development, to go 
beyond that individual level of perception to a higher level of 
comprehension requires a logical and progressive study 
approach that allows one to grasp much more information about 
what is before the eye than just the superficial likeness of the 
subject. 
 
As an elementary example of all of the above,  we have a 
medium bright red 6 inch cube sitting on a pale blue cloth, 
backlit in clear sunlight middle of the morning, we are facing the 
oncoming light,  as we observe and compare these colour 
planes ( the 3 visible planes of the block, the one of the table 
cloth in light, as well as the area of cast shadow  upon the table 
from the block),  the strong lighting has negated the possible 
use of the local colour red to make the blockôs form planes in 
that the glare off the top light plane now appears to be a light 
pale yellow, the shadow plane appears by comparison to be a 
mid tone purple and the half light plane appears to be a medium 
dull green,  the blue cloth in its lit area appears to be a light mid 
tone pink while the cast shadow upon it appears to be a deep 
mid tone blue violet (as a side note:  perception of appearances 
is reality when painting the light, all relational and without 
absolutes,  colour is not a decoration for forms but is form itself, 



one may draw objects through greyscale but one colours light).   
 
This is another example of how the lighting effect, the light key 
tends in most situations to dominate local colour, and how that  
obvious colour masses and colour variations are a direct 
perception of that effect, while using grey scale and values is 
simply an avoidance of the colours which are there before the 
eye. Your reference point is your palette colours, pure, intense, 
and a clean white as baseline. when held up against the subject 
one can see how ñoffò the subjects notes are and adjust 
accordingly,  or standing at the easel we were to hold the black 
handle of the painting knife to be seen at arms length up against 
the note out there in the subject to see how luminous it was at 
that distance from the eye, and dozens of other tips to keep a 
person on the road to a higher refinement of perceptual 
development,  and for all of the people who seem to think that 
Hensche means painting with raw tube colours here is a 
Hensche quote, ñI know a student is finally making real progress 
when I see them moving into the realm of colours which have no 
name.ò   
 
One starts raw for strength and then seeks through scanning 
and comparison the somber luminous quality of those colours in 
that light.  Those are the beginning stages of study progressing 
possibly to the intermediate stage.  The same fundamental 
principles and procedures are employed towards a higher 
perceptual development but it all becomes much more nuanced, 
individual and possibly aethereal depending on whether the 
student or painter is interested in expressing a form of objective 
reality or is drawn to expressing the light itself.   
 

At the further reaches of Henscheôs colour researches was the 
development of visual perception to the degree that he could 
see the actual volumes of light (described as large balls or 
boulder type forms) as they passed through his field of vision 
and how this colouration affected its surroundings. And there 
are hundreds of other points in between dealing with what he 
called three dimensional colour composition which utilized focal 
planes, focal areas, and focal points, as well as peripheral vision 
to maintain exacting relationships of colour form volumes 



holding a unified relationship to the prevailing light key under 
which the subject was being observed.  And ultimately to the 
colour modelling of the volumes of light itself, an attempt to 
paint the actuality of what we see, which is not individual 
objects in isolation but rather one large luminous mass of light 
itself seen as colour variations,  this being the ultimate goal of 
what he called three dimensional colour composition ñlight as 
form itself.ò  
 
Many of his students were never exposed to the full range of 
these teachings or failed to grasp the significance of the highest 
development of his visual perception, either from not having a 
long enough association with him or not having pushed 
themselves far enough in their own colour researches.  One 
cannot see exactly what he did until oneôs perception begins to 
near that level also. This is why one sees such a wide variety of 
perceptual development and colouration in the works of his 
former students and their students.   

 

 

 Fig. 6  

Hensche colour block studies below of same set up from about 
1970 (construction bricks and old bottles), showing high keyed 
atmospheric effects in both morning light (top) and afternoon 
light (bottom), both done with painting knife. Both examples of 
how light key generates a form plane's colouration and tends to 
modify or even overwhelm local colour. 
 




