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ABSTRACT 

 

24 Hour Portraits 

 

Lee R. Cowan 

Department of Visual Arts 

Master of Fine Arts 

 

I believe an individual can be profiled by their color preferences, but not 

indefinitely, for a shorter period of time, a 24-hour period of time. A person’s state of 

mind will change continually based on their experiences. These experiences will affect 

their perception and preference of color.  

I developed a model that will map an individual’s profile, a portrait, through 

color. Participants are given a worksheet and a list of terms describing personality traits 

and states of mind. The worksheet is categorized by event, time of day, duration, impact, 

and summed term. From midnight to midnight, a 24-hour period, the participant records 

any event that they encounter providing information-fulfilling categories stated above. I 

use that information to then map out their portrait of 24-hours through color. 
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24-HOUR PORTRAITS 

 

In order to make the proper connections leading to the conclusion of this thesis, 

the necessity of reverting back to the initial point of departure and explaining the 

direction this body of work has traveled to arrive at its present state, has become 

apparent. 

 Three months into my first semester Attending Art Center College of Design 

(ACCD) in Pasadena, California, back in the late 1990’s, the work that I had produced to 

that point seemed completely obsolete as I began to see like never before. I began to 

question and criticize, not only my work, but the work of my contemporaries as well. The 

exposure to the Museums and Galleries was unlike anything I had ever experienced and 

really placed me in context to what was happening around me.  

The opportunity to travel around the Los Angeles basin and visit contemporary 

artists in their studios was an insightful experience, and to see the environments in which 

these artists would create for them-selves in order to produce, intrigued me since issues 

of environment and conducive working conditions and habits were an area of special 

interest at the time. It became evident that not only was the environment exclusive to the 

artist, but their pallet was as well.  

In the arena of color theory, would these individualized pallets be another means 

to interpret and criticize work? Could the possibility of an artist’s pallet, as 
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representational color, be another means to explore a work of art? After presenting this 

idea to John Seed, a professor at ACCD questioned what my understanding of color, both 

physically and mentally was. He made the suggestion that having an understanding of my 

own pallet would be the first step to approaching this question. He suggested that I 

research the work of Dr. Max Lüscher, a renowned Psychotherapist who uses color as an 

aid in psychological diagnosis and profiling.  

About an hour south of San Bernardino is the college of Mount San Jacinto 

(MSJC). The Special Interests branch of their library goes into great detail into 

researching the theorems of Lüscher, I began making the trek to MSJC on a regular basis 

for months in the hopes to better understand my color psychology by participating in a 

series of psychological color tests.  

One test in particular that had special interest to me was the Lüscher 

Psychological color Profiling test. Here, through a persons preference between paired 

colors, Lüscher was able to, in his account, accurately profile ones psyche. The first time 

I look this tests, which composed of 38 individual pairings of color (in the form of 

paralleled squares), was simply choosing between the two, which color was preferred. 

This act resulted in a three and one half page profile of myself. Not being convinced that 

the results accurately profiled me, I continued to retake the color profile tests. It wasn’t 

until after the third or fourth completed test that noticeable variances began to surface. If 

these tests were taken by the same individual, but netted different results, then the test in 

itself must be flawed.  

I struggled with this problem for quite some time until on a trip to MSJC, an 

interesting situation occurred that changed my position about Lüscher, and gave me a 
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direction in my quest. Transitioning from I-10 to HW79, a car quickly crossed multiple 

lanes to catch an exit causing me to narrowly miss a concrete support column. With the 

fury and rage expressed to the driver of that car, I realized that my state of mind was 

dramatically altered. It became apparent that the altered states of mind caused by such 

experiences might influence the outcome of these profile tests. It was at this moment that 

a new direction, one that would question and explore color representation and it’s 

relationship to ones experiences and states of mind, encompassed my work. 

Any individual, if asked of his or her favorite color, will be able to tell you with 

out hesitation. This has been a preconceived absolute in their mind, yet if the same 

individual were asked their preference between two different hues, the response is 

instinctive. They aren’t able to say ‘This choice is because of this situation and that 

circumstance’. They rely on their instinct. Their instinct is based on their experiences 

concluding that their preferences will change based on their experiences. There can’t 

possibly be an absolute to ones color preferences enabling any sort of model to accurately 

map ones psychological profile. This inconsistency, and dozens of other variables 

including race, gender, geography, age, and ocular color deficiency are the downfall to 

any such tests that rely solely on an individual’s preferences. However,  you could in 

theory accurately map ones profile of a short period of time, a 24-hour period of time 

where the influences and preferences are based on coetaneous experiences. 

This thesis project is based on a model of links between color and psychological 

traits and states of mind. With this model, I am able to produce (24 hour) portraits of 

individuals through the representation of color. 
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There is an abundant offering of published works linking color to personality 

traits and states of mind. Through countless hours of reading and Internet research, there 

appeared to be no one complete explanation of physical or psychological representation 

of color. Compilations of all that was unearthed through these publications, like 

relationships of color and physical or psychological attachment were paralleled to create 

a base model. Most published works reduced color representation to the colors ranging no 

further than the Munsel 10 (Munsell color system consists of purple, blue, green, yellow, 

red, and five secondary hues), as well as black, white, and certain metallics.  This is 

hardly an adequate pallet for portraits. I worked with this base, and through the means of 

several dictionaries, the most complete thesaurus published, and a few recommended 

linguists, I broke down that simple pallet into tints and shades of each hue (12 consisting 

of three primary [red, yellow, and blue], three secondary [orange, green, and purple], and 

six tertiary hues) including black, gray and white. The list evolved into 39 hues in all, 

each with specific personality traits and states of mind attached, 266 links (terms) to date 

and growing with each participant’s 24-hour worksheet submitted. 

 In order to create a 24-hour portrait, participants are given a packet, which 

includes a list of the mapped terms (see fig. P1), three copies of a worksheet broken down 

in to five categories; experience, time of day, duration, impact, and summed term (see 

fig. P2), and an example worksheet (see fig. P3).  

 The participants are instructed to begin the documenting of their 24-hour period at 

midnight, and ending the following midnight. They were asked to document only those 

experiences they deem would have an impact on their day. As an example, the simple 

task of brushing teeth in the morning may not warrant being documented, but if while 
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brushing, a painful sensation in their teeth occurs, that will most likely follow a person 

for the entire day, as they wonder what might be the cause of the sensation that will lead 

to the inevitable dreaded trip to the dentist. This type of experience does warrant 

documentation. They are told to briefly describe the event, the time of day this event 

occurred, its duration, on a scale of one to ten the impact they felt this event was on their 

day, and then selecting from the list of mapped terms provided, choose a word that best 

described that event. They were told that if there is a term that better describes their 

experience that is not found on the list provided, that they simply write the term down. 

That term will then be researched and placed where it fits into the model. At the 

conclusion of their 24-hour period, the participants was asked to reflect back on the day 

as a whole, and again from the list of terms provided, choose a term or terms that best 

describe their day’s experience as a whole. 

 In the initial tests taken at MSJC, the colors were always presented in squares 

therefore I chose to use the square format in the portraits I created. On reception of a 

completed worksheet, the information would be mapped out on a square canvas, broken 

down by 24-hours. The individual’s experiences are also represented in the shape of a 

square (see fig. P4). The placement of the experience within the composition was based 

on the time of day the experience occurred, and the size of the square was determined by 

the impact and duration of the experience. The color of the experience was determined by 

the chosen summed term the participant felt best described that experience. The end 

result became a portrait of the individual’s state of mind for a 24-hour period represented 

solely through color (see fig. P5). 
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This project had its share of challenges. Some of the participants were hesitant to 

accurately fill out their worksheet because they felt that some of their experiences were 

too personal or embarrassing to want included in their portrait. There were some 

circumstances where the worksheet was filled out with the intent to give the impression 

of a perfect or desired day rather than actual accounts. I found that some of the most 

interesting and beautiful paintings were the result of a fairly horrific profile, whereas the 

portraits resulting from idealistically skewed profiles were somewhat boring and 

discordant. 

There was a point where being a participant in my own project became no longer 

an option. From the conception of the model, a number of personal profiles of myself 

were completed. There were predetermined days that worksheets would be filled out by 

my father and I, with the intent of displaying these series side by side, showing the 

diversity of two individuals experiences simultaneously. I also was intrigued by the 

notion that a profile of my father, who has the disability of blindness, could be 

represented solely through the representation of color.  It was on Nov. 18th, while 

choosing terms that best represent experiences from a personal worksheet that had only 

been finished days earlier, I caught myself considering terms based on their appointed 

color as opposed to the proper representation of the experience as listed in the model, 

simply for the aesthetics. I realized that I had become too close to the model and found it 

to be influencing my choices. Only profiles of others could be completed from that point 

on in order to maintain the integrity of the model. 

Most individuals will relate to color at some level, no matter the background. 

Truck driver, Physician, or color theory professor, through their individual experiences, 
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their relationships to certain colors are bonded. Wassily Kandinsky, a twentieth-century 

artist and theorist, professed that colors are boundless, suggesting that the association of 

color to the body and soul are reliant on factors including senses, cultures, and classes. A 

motivating force propelling the outcomes of the 24 hour profiles to exhibition, is the 

possibility that no mater the individual in attendance to the exhibition, a work, based on 

the arrangement of colors, may reach that individual on a heightened personal level. If 

only one work in an entire exhibition can achieve such a relationship with that individual, 

the project, in my mind, is a complete success.    

Given the opportunity to exhibit in the B.F. Larsen Gallery in the Harris Fine Art 

Center on Brigham Young University campus, considerations were made in the 

arrangement of it’s space to engage the viewer while maintaining a balance and flow. 

Traditionally, exhibitions in this space have been centralized below a light grid that is 

suspended from rafters three floors above. I witnessed on many occasions, the typical 

flow of traffic around the exhibition space, disengaging the passer by from the show, 

restructuring the space to ensure engagement became my primary focus. Rather than 

creating a race track effect by allowing the flow of traffic to move effortlessly around and 

past the exhibition, I chose to arrange the walls in a manner that created a cross through 

effect engaging the viewer, from any direction (see fig. e1-e6). Walls were erected from 

the mid-point exterior of the space extending towards the center of the gallery. Two other 

walls in the shape of T’s adorned each end of the gallery leaving a vacant space in the 

center. Here, a large cube (40x40x40”) was constructed and placed for the purpose of 

revealing information about the exhibition only to those who seek it. The intent was to 

not influence the viewer with information that may alter their initial experience with the 
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body of work, but to allow for the personal emotion, based on experience, be the first 

impression. The cube was only marked with ’24 Hour Portraits’ on two sides and the 

name of the artist ‘Lee R. Cowan’ on the two other. Two bound books, simply marked 

’24 hour Portraits’ on the covers, were placed on top of the cube offering information 

describing the exhibition. By doing this, the viewer was allowed to engage reliant by that 

only which has been conditioned by personal experience.  

Since the 24 Hour Portrait exhibition in March of 2010, there hasn’t been any 

difficulty finding individuals willing to participate Thought his process seems to remain 

somewhat subjective from the exterior, I fully believe in its ability to represent an 

individual through this process-a process foreign in its concept to those who participate, 

but sound in the representation of an individuals experiences through color.  
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Fig P2  24 Hour Portrait Terms 
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Fig P3  24 Hour Profile Example Worksheet 
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Fig P4 24 Hour Portrait Mapped Profile 
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Fig P5  24 Hour Portrait “L081R209C” 
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