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More than colours

It’s  usual ly larger museums with a  greater number of expert staff and bigger budgets  that produce exhibitions  worthy of review,

examples  of best practice. I  didn’t know what to expect when I accepted a commiss ion to trans late an exhibition for the smal l

Carinthian museum, wissens.wert.welt in Klagenfurt. An exhibition on colour, I  was  told, a  multi -discipl inary approach: art

history; biology; phys ics ; optics ; and chemistry. A hands-on exhibition for chi ldren from the age of five, fami l ies , adult and

tourist groups (some from other countries , such as  neighbouring Ita ly and Slovenia, hence the Engl ish trans lation). “An

ambitious  project,” I  thought, “how do you pitch such an exhibition and provide people of a l l  ages  with a  fun day out and at the

same time a worthwhi le learning experience?”
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wissens.wert.welt museum in Klagenfurt, Carinthia, Austria

http://www.wissenswertwelt.at/
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Now I know how you can do i t. With creativi ty, resourcefulness , a  good team, supportive partners  and a large amount of

audacity. Frau Magister Sumper, manager and curator, pointed out that she rel ied on her smal l  team and the generos ity of her

partners : Faber Castel l , which provided the materia ls  for the station, ‘Make your own fel t-tip pen’; and Kremer Pigments , which

provided valuable pigments  for the showcase ‘Colours  from minerals  and nature’. The education team of the National  Gal lery in

London generously a l lowed the use of two video cl ips : Making Green: Tempera versus Oil and Making Purple: The Science of Art. Dr

Ricchiardi  from the Fi tzwi l l iam Museum kindly permitted the trans lation of their materia l  on analytical  methods of studying

Old Masters . I  was  fami l iar with the intel lectual  content of the exhibition from my trans lation work, but i t was  only when I

vis i ted the exhibition during my summer hol idays  that I got to have a go at a l l  the activi ties  at the various  stations.
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More than colours exhibition, wissens.wert.welt
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The exhibition is  based on the s ix-part colour ci rcle. It takes  up an area of 120m2 and has  seven main sections  with 21 stations.

Except for staffing costs , the exhibition came in at 14,000 Euros  (this  figure includes  a  very smal l  amount for flyers  and

marketing). It was  poss ible to cope with this  smal l  budget because much of the work was created in-house in their own

workshop.

For this  exhibition, the beauti ful ly i l lustrated panels  contain short pieces  of text with reduced vocabulary in a  large font for

young vis i tors  and more traditional ly detai led explanations  for older students  and adults . The Engl ish trans lation is  below

each text in a  smal ler font. Even the text for chi ldren is  trans lated into Engl ish, as  Austrian chi ldren start learning Engl ish in

primary school  and are comfortable with being confronted by text in a  foreign language. In the bottom right-hand corner are the

instructions  for a  relevant hands-on activi ty. 

Take the panel  on indigo – the history of dyeing with indigo is  discussed and in paral lel  there is  a  hands-on opportunity for

vis i tors  to have a go at printing a  piece of fabric with a  traditional  stamp and indigo dye. Also, at the entrance to the museum,

in a  l i ttle garden area, vis i tors  can see s ix di fferent native dye plants  growing. It surprises  chi ldren to see that the flowers  for

the indigo dye are in fact yel low.
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Indigo panel  in the More than colours exhibition, wissens.wert.welt  
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An interesting innovation are the goggles  created by David Riepan, an art historian and electrical  engineer. The team conceived

of the idea of such goggles  when pos ing the question, ‘What would the world look l ike without colour?’ Switch them on and

everything appears  in black and white. Some stations  deal  with sensory perception and the emotional  reaction to certain

colours , others  with biological  concepts  such as  s ignal  colouration and camouflage. Electromagnetic waves  and gamma rays

are discussed alongs ide the making of dyes  and colour mixing, us ing a  hands-on approach with touch-sens itive computer

screens.
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Goggles  to show the wearer how the world would look without colour
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I was  fascinated to see digi ta l  magnification of a  variety of paint samples , from oi l  to egg tempera. Frau Magister Sumper, who

is  a lso a  tra ined artist, created a set of di fferent paint samples  to demonstrate the variety of textures  and cons istencies , so

important in the restoration of paintings . In this  exhibition, science is  a  means of exploring colour. However, the chi ldren are

not aware that they are ‘doing’ science. Of course, the panels  for the adult vis i tors  go into greater depth and contain more

scienti fic explanation. Analytical  methods discussed include optical  microscopy, reflectance spectroscopy, near-Infrared

imaging, Fourier-Transform Infrared spectroscopy, macro XRF scanning, RGB composite maps and X-ray fluorescence

spectroscopy. What impresses  me so much about this  approach is  the opportunity for fami ly learning. Parents  and chi ldren can

enjoy the same exhibition at di fferent levels  and have a shared learning experience. Chi ldren can observe their parents  learning

and fami l ies  can discuss  their new-found knowledge.
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More than colours exhibition, wissens.wert.welt
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Some cri tics  might say that the exhibition touches  on too many subjects  and doesn’t deal  with each scienti fic area in enough

detai l . However, the idea, I’m told, i s  to interest chi ldren in the process  of discovery so that they wi l l  want to keep discovering

science when they go away. 

From the comments  in the vis i tors ’ book and on socia l  media you can see that the exhibition has  been wel l -received. I  asked the

curator what sorts  of questions  the chi ldren asked and she gave me two examples: ‘Are a l l  the colours  real ly hidden in our

l ight?’ and, ‘Is  the red dye from a louse real ly in the red Gummy Bears?’

Which brings  me to the only weak point, in my estimation: the marketing materia ls . It might make the exhibition more attractive

to vis i tors  and teachers  a l ike i f the leaflets  pointed out that the exhibition has  a  multi -discipl inary approach with an emphasis

on science. The ti tle, More than Colours, impl ies  more but does  not in i tsel f spel l  i t out. A teacher might want curriculum-l inked

information, showing that the study of colour can be relevant to what they are teaching in school . It i s  such an excel lent

exhibition, I  would want every chi ld to be able to experience i t.
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