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When I see everything in gray and in this gray all the colors I experience 
and thus want to reproduce, then why should I use any other color?  
I’ve tried it, because I never intended to paint only . . . with gray. As I was 
working . . . one color after the other dropped out, and what remains?  
Gray! Gray! Gray! My experience is that the color that I feel, that I see, 
that I want to reproduce . . . means life itself to me.

—Alberto Giacometti
 

Taking a monochromatic gray palette as its organizing principle, 
“Grisaille,” our fifth exhibition at Luxembourg & Dayan in New York 
and our first in the London gallery, explores this early painterly  
paradigm in order to construct a formally varied, conceptually revel-
atory, trans-historical exhibition.

From trompe l’oeil to underpainting to its role as the perfect 
non-color and finally its embrace and championship as a color in  
its own right—the concept of grisaille has been changing and expand- 
ing for centuries. The tension between gray’s apparent simplicity 
and its inherent complexity has inspired us to look anew at this long 
tradition and explore the variety of ways in which artists have 
responded to it, from free painterly expression to rigorous pictorial 
construction, in an astonishing range of technical and conceptual 
innovation. 

The incredible insight and vision of Alison Gingeras form  
the backbone of this exhibition, and we are delighted and honored 
that she agreed to work on this project with us. We are grateful to  
all the artists who directly and indirectly participate in the exhibition. 
Their enthusiastic response is a testament to the relevance of  
grisaille today.

—Daniella Luxembourg, Amalia Dayan &
Alma Luxembourg, October 2011
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reduction in their work. For example, positioning 
seminal works by Frank Stella, Jasper Johns, Robert 
Morris, and Daniel Buren alongside a Northern 
Renaissance altarpiece, a seventeenth-century sea- 
scape, and a sample of early-nineteenth-century 
decorative wallpaper, this exhibition provocatively 
proposes a speculative lineage, tracing not only a 
chromatic and formal but a conceptual continuity of 
art practices that can be grouped under the rubric 
of grisaille.1 

The purposeful promiscuity of the exhibition’s 
historical parameters is justifiable given the “termino-
logical jumble” that has evolved around these mono- 
chromatic practices.2 Disunity is inherent to any 
discussion of grisaille because of the number of 
seemingly interchangeable terms and categories that 
have been discursively lumped together over the 
ages: camaieu, cirage, sgrafitto, and chiaroscuro have 
all been used in reference to gray-in-gray art making. 
The phenomenon was already three centuries old 
when the expression grisaille was first documented, 
in the 1600s. Peter Paul Rubens was the first to be 
cited using the term when speaking of an important 
commission “en grisaille et non en couleurs."3

Before Rubens’s coinage, terms such as color 
lapidum (Latin for “painting in stone color”), cendré 

The enemy of 
pa in ting is gr ay

by Alison Gingeras 

T 
he art-historical term grisaille refers 
primarily to a pictorial technique used by 
artists and artisans in a range of contexts 

since the fourteenth century: the strategic deployment 
of a restrained, near-monochromatic palette of 
shades of gray. Grisaille is ubiquitous in medieval 
manuscript illumination, stained glass and enamel 
decoration, devotional painting, narrative fresco 
painting, and the academic practice of underpainting 
and evolved primarily as a simplified and effective 
way to build the illusion of three dimensional form 
on a two-dimensional surface.

But grisaille is more than just a pictorial tool: 
Over the centuries, it has also been a versatile 
conceptual signifier for artists, who have used it to 
convey specific symbolic, intellectual, or religious 
content as well as to conjure a variety of emotions 
and moods. Through a selection of trans-historical 
encounters, this exhibition attests to the ways in 
which artists have transformed a reductivist visual 
strategy into an open field of possibility. Taking  
liberal license with strict art-historical categories, 
this show deliberately juxtaposes the specific,  
multifaceted history of grisaille with the work of 
a range of twentieth- and twenty-first century 
artists who have strategically employed chromatic 
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was the only socially and liturgically acceptable 
form of visual expression during the Lenten period. 

In part because of its origins in Catholic art, 
grisaille carries some heavy, somewhat pessimistic 
associations. But even in secular contexts, gray 
tends to be understood as a non-color associated 
with a host of negative moods, emotions, and  
sensibilities. As the scholar Charlotte Schoell-Glass 
has astutely observed, 

 
Uncolored, colorless, discolored: the problem 
is hidden in these prefixes and suffixes. The 
understanding of grisaille is a function of being 
perceived as the negation of colorful reality, a 
lack, a want: reality minus colors. This—mod-
ern—perception was rarely questioned because 
the negative connotation of the color gray 
seems to be a constant in European culture. 
In German, at least, and English the idiomatic 
use of gray combines the color with “dead,” 
with “dull” and many more negative meanings.6

Grisaille has been adopted into Parisian parlance to 
describe the miserable span of foggy, drizzly  
weather that often dominates the capital. We are said 
to dream in black and white, and Surrealists such  
as Magritte (in his iconic Souvenir de Voyage series) 
and Dalí (in his studies for the dream sequences  
of Hitchcock’s 1948 film Spellbound) used grayscale 
to depict reveries on canvas. Existential, somber, 
mournful, ascetic, serious—the metaphorical signif-
icance of gray lies at the heart of this exhibition. 
Whether in Gerhard Richter’s figurative cityscape 
Stadtbild (1968) or his monochromatic abstraction 
Grau (1974), the artist’s interest in the “gray areas” 
of ambiguity in his paintings led to the neutralization 
and even the dematerialization of the object.7 As 
Richter mused in a letter to Edy de Wilde in 1975, 

(“ashen” in French), and steinfarben (a German 
neologism attributed to Albrecht Dürer, meaning 
“stone-colored”) were commonly used to describe 
grayscale painting. It is particularly noteworthy that 
these terms directly acknowledge the conceptual 
dimension of Northern Renaissance altar painting. 
The scenes on the outer surfaces of the wings of 
altarpieces—typically depicting saints or clergy as 
stone sculptures—were painted en grisaille in order 
to imitate the look of stone as well as render the 
figures with the illusion of sculptural reliefs though 
painting. It has been argued that grisaille was used 
in altar painting as a means of engaging the concep-
tual specificity of the medium of painting. Writing 
about one of the masterworks of this genre, Jan 
van Eyck’s Diptych of the Annunciation, art historian 
Till-Holger Borchert suggests, “The painter is 
demonstrating the superiority of his medium over 
sculpture and resolving the rivalry between painting 
and sculpture in his own favor.”4 Furthermore,  
medieval painters may have elected to reduce their 
palettes to shades of gray in order to demonstrate 
their virtuosity. As Melanie Holcomb has observed 
of van Eyck, “Like a magician who wows his audience 
by performing a complex trick with only one hand, 
the painter seems here to have intentionally restricted 
the tools at his disposal—in this case a full palette  
of color—to show his talent with the brush clearly.”5

Yet despite these labor-intensive displays  
of painterly bravado, artists such as van Eyck knew 
full well that these grisaille outer panels were usually 
hidden from public view, and were primarily dis-
played during the season of Lent: During the forty 
penitent days that preceded Easter, the Church 
would close the altarpieces, concealing the elaborate, 
polychromatic interiors and leaving only the  
monochromatic exteriors visible. With its symbolic 
associations with ash and stone, grisaille painting 

8



in a classic opposition. By advocating for the  
primacy of the visual over the conceptual, Delacroix’s 
snubbing of gray can be understood as an attack  
on more cerebral or socially engaged approaches to 
art making. Countering Delacroix’s convictions 
about painting, “Grisaille” reclaims the restricted 
palette as a potent pictorial method and a protean 
conceptual signifier. In an ideal world, this exhibition 
would have opened with a chef d’oeuvre by Delacroix’s 
arch-rival, the Neoclassicist painter Jean-Auguste-
Dominique Ingres. His Odalisque en grisaille 
(1824–34)—a completely gray-toned version of  
his infamous Grande Odalisque (1819)—is a paragon  
of anti-academicism, stylistic hybridity, and  
conceptual rebellion. 

 
NOTES
1 It is essential to note that the 1973–74 exhibition “Gray Is the 
Color” at the Rice Museum in Houston, Texas—organized by  
J. Patrice Marandel and drawing heavily on the de Menil  
collection—was an inspiration for the elaboration of this show.  
The range of objects displayed and the scholarship genera ted by 
“Gray Is the Color” has informed this catalogue and must be 
acknowledged here.
2 Charlotte Schoell-Glass, “En grisaille—Painting Difference,” in 
Text and Visuality: Word and Image Interactions III, Textxet Studies 
in Comparative Literature (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999), 199.
3 Alexander Markschies, “Monochrome and Grisaille: An European 
Overview,” in Jan van Eyck: Grisallas, exh. cat. (Madrid, Museo 
Thyssen-Bornemisza, 2009), 269.
4 Till-Holger Borchert, “Color Lapidum: A Survey of Late 
Medieval Grisaille,” in ibid., 248.
5 Melanie Holcomb, “Virtuosity in Black and White: From Draw-
ing to Grisaille,” in ibid., 254–55.
6 Schoell-Glass, “En grisaille—Painting Difference,” 200.
7 Robert Storr, Gerhard Richter: Forty Years of Painting, exh. cat. 
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2002), 55.
8 Gerhard Richter, Text: Writings, Interviews and Letters 
1961–2007 (London, Thames & Hudson, 2009), 92. 
9 James Meyer, Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 78.
10 Markschies, “Monochrome and Grisaille: An European 
Overview,” 267.
11 Eugène Delacroix, Journal de Eugène Delacroix, 4th ed. 
(Paris: Plon-Nourrit et cie, 1926).

“Gray. It makes no statement whatever; it evokes 
neither feelings nor associations: it is really neither 
visible nor invisible. Its inconspicuousness gives it 
the capacity to mediate, to make visible, in a positively 
illusionistic way, like a photograph. It has the 
capacity that no other color has, to make 'nothing' 
visible.” 8 In Richter’s work as well as that of many 
other contemporary artists, gray signals the hier-
archical assertion of meaning over image. Likewise, 
American artists associated with the Minimalist 
movement may not have been working en grisaille in 
an orthodox, art-historical sense, but their use  
of gray monochrome continues the association of 
chromatic restriction with a certain conceptual 
meaning—indeed, with the primacy of that meaning. 
As art historian James Meyer wrote in relation to  
the work of Johns and Morris, “Gray was more appro- 
priate for a ‘conceptual’ art; it stimulated vision 
the least. Perceptually inert, it did not occlude the 
presentation of ideas.” 9 

Not every artist has been eager to embrace 
the formal qualities and conceptual possibilities  
afforded by a gray palette. Vassily Kandinsky, for 
one, disparaged gray as a “dismal” shade, saying 
it was “toneless and static.” 10 Perhaps the most 
infamous rejection of gray came from the French 
Romantic painter Eugène Delacroix. His oft-repeat-
ed quip “the enemy of all painting is gray”—as well 
as his admonishing call to “ban all earthly colors”—
actually underscores an important touchstone for  
this exhibition. 11 Behind Delacroix’s reference to  
“all painting” lies a prejudicial assertion of what 
“painting” is or should be. Delacroix’s conception 
of painting asserts the preeminence of “pure” color. 
While his journals give specific directives on the 
handling of pigments and the (non)mixing of colors,  
one can also surmise that on an ideological level, 
Delacroix is also implicitly aligning his practice with- 
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workshop of albrecht dürer, nuremberg
1471 – 1528

two wing panels with grisaille painting,  ca. 1510/15
Altarpiece exterior: mixed technique on limewood

48 ½ × 14 ½ inches (123  × 37 cm) each





pablo picasso
1881 – 1973

nu debout et femme assise, 1939
Oil on canvas

16 1/8 × 12 7/8 inches (41 × 33 cm)
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The color of my soul is iron gray 
a n d sa d bats w h eel a bout  t h e 
steeple of my dr ea ms.

Claude Debussy
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rudolf stingel
b. 1956

untitled, 2011
Oil on canvas

16 × 13 inches (40.6 × 33 cm)
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jeni spota
b. 1982

giotto’s dream, grisaille (with brunaille) version, 2011
Oil on canvas

12 × 14 inches (30.5 × 35.6 cm)
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joseph dufour et cie
est. 1797

reconciliation of venus and psyche; psyche abandoned (detail, opposite); 
and psyche wafted by zephyrs (detail, opposite), 1815

Panoramic wallpaper: print on paper after the design by Blondel & Lafitte
Five lengths on two panels, 70 ½ × 63 inches (179.1 × 160 cm) each panel
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christoph murer
1558 – 1614

a dancing couple, 1585 – 87
Pen and black ink, gray wash, 

heightened with white on gray prepared paper
8 × 6 inches (20.3 × 15.2 cm)
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But if the eyes could not escape 
you, n ei t h er c ould   you avoi d 
them. They seemed to permeate  
t h e room, th ei r da m p gr ay n ess 
cov er i ng a ll li k e m ist, a n d i f 
these ey es w er e to m a k e tea rs, 
they would not be norm al tears 
but  som et h i ng gr ay. . . a n d soli d 
li k e  ice.

Truman Capote



leonor fini 
1907 – 1996

la peinture and l’architecture, 1938
Oil on panel

Two panels, 66 × 27 ¼ inches (167.6 × 69.2 cm) each
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jan lebenstein
1930 – 1999

 matrimonium i, 1967
Oil on canvas

57 ½ × 44 7/8 inches (146 × 114 cm)
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jeff koons
b. 1955

italian woman, 1986
Stainless steel

30 × 18 × 11 inches (76.2 × 45.7 × 27.9 cm)
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john currin
b. 1962

intimité, 2011
Oil on canvas

 22 × 23 inches (55.9 × 58.4 cm)
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francesco clemente
b. 1952

grisaille self-portrait, 1998
Oil on canvas

25 ½ × 21 ¼ inches (33 × 30.5 cm)
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Gr ay dusk wa s seepi ng i n to t h e  
room, the pink of sunset glowed 
i n t h e wa ll  m i r rors, a n d t h e 
m arble-topped tables glimmered 
white in the gathering darkness.

Albert Camus
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glenn brown
b. 1966

oscillate wildly
(after “autumnal cannibalism” by salvador dalí), 1999
By kind permission of the Gala-Salvador Dalí Foundation, Spain

Oil on linen
69 × 154 inches (175.3 × 391.2 cm)
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césar
1921 – 1998

expansion, 1970
Aluminum cast

53 7/8 × 35 3/8 × 3 7/8 inches (137 × 90 × 10 cm)
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fernand léger
1881 – 1955

 fumées sur les toits, 1911 
Oil on canvas

18 × 21 ½ inches (45.7 × 54.6 cm)

58



gerhard richter
b. 1932

stadtbild (m.4), 1968
Oil on canvas

33 ½ × 35 ½ inches (85 × 90 cm)
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This is a va lley of ashes — a fa n-
tastic farm where ashes grow like 
w heat in to r idges a nd hills a nd 
grotesque gardens; w here ashes 
ta k e t h e for ms of houses a n d 
ch i m n eys a n d r isi ng smok e a n d, 
f i na ll y, w i t h a t r a nscen den t  
effort, of men w ho move dimly  
and already crumbling through 
the powdery air. Occasionally a 
line of gr ay cars cr awl s along 
an in v isible tr ack, gives out a 
ghastly creak, and comes to rest, 
a n d i m m edi at ely t h e a sh gr ay  
men swarm up with leaden spades 
and stir up an impenetrable cloud, 
w hich screens their obscure op-
er ations from your sight.

F. Scott Fitzgerald
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rob pruitt
b. 1964

pjätteryd oil painting: flatiron nyc ii, 2011
Oil on Ikea inkjet canvas 

78 × 54 ¼ inches (198.1 × 137.8 cm)
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dan colen
b. 1979

to be titled, 2011
Dirt on canvas

135 × 135 inches (342.9 × 342.9 cm)

66





This, I fancy, must be the sea. Gr ay  
is the landscape; dim as ashes; the 
water moves.

Virginia Woolf



willem van de velde the elder
1611 – 1693

a dutch harbor in calm, with small vessels inshore and beached 
among fishermen, a kaag at anchor and other ships, late 1640s

Pen and ink with oil on panel, en grisaille
18 7/8 × 25 3/8 inches (48 × 64.8 cm)
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jean-baptiste pillement
1728 – 1808

river landscape with a ruined tower, 1804
Black and white chalk with stumping on canvas

12 1/8 × 15 ½ inches (30.8 × 39.4 cm)
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vija celmins
b. 1938

ocean, 1972
Graphite on paper

29 ½ × 43 ½ inches (80 × 110.5 cm)
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alex katz
b. 1927

provincetown, 1959
Oil on board

24 × 30 inches (61 × 76.2 cm)

Art © Alex Katz/Licensed by VAGA, New York, N Y

78



It  wa s l i k e t h e h e av y m a ss of  
clouds w hich we m ay often see 
obscu r i ng t h e sk y, a n d m a k i ng 
a gr ay tw ilight every w here, un-
til, towards nightfall, it yields 
tempor arily to a glimpse of sun-
sh i n e . But , a lways, t h e en v ious 
cLOU d str i v es to gat h er aga i n 
across t h e st r e a k of cel est i a l  
azure.

Nathaniel Hawthorne



cy twombly
1928 – 2011

untitled (palette), 1964
Oil and pencil on canvas

39 7/8 × 45 1/3 inches (101 × 115 cm)
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gerhard richter
b. 1932

abstraktes bild, 1990
Oil on canvas

9 ¾ × 14 ½ inches (25 × 36.5 cm)
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lucio fontana
1899 – 1968

concetto spaziale, attese, 1959
Aniline on canvas

29 ½ × 39 3/8 inches (75 × 100 cm)
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It is ju st daw n, day light: th at 
gray and lonely suspension filled 
w ith the peaceful and tentative 
waking of birds. 
 

William Faulkner
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piotr uklanski
b. 1968

untitled (laxmi), 2008
Pencil shavings and Plexiglas with adhesive film in gold leaf frame
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