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Spectrum of angles 
 
Notes on the artistic works by Janina Lamberty 
 
The humanistic and art historic elements used by Janina 
Lamberty as source of inspiration for her collages, works of 
graphic art, designs, paintings and sculptures range from the 
legend of St.George to the portraits of women created by the 
catalan painter Ramon Casas i Carbó (1866 – 1932). Lamberty 
develops her own abstract graphic flow from detailed 
examination of the language of shapes in the architecture and 
mosaics by Antoni Gaudí (1852 – 1926); just as her studies of 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s (1749 – 1832) theory of colours 
lead to a concept with a series of colour strips. 
 
The historical trends of styles in art history repeatedly show 
models, i.e. aesthetic and intellectual “leitmotivs”, which formally 
and iconographically “model”, in the true sense of the word.  
Sometimes this applies to whole epochs, as e.g. to the antiquity, 
which provided artistic guidelines for Renaissance and 
Classicism; and sometimes there are local painting studios and 
their founders, which “challenge” subsequent generations of 
artists. New artistic positions develop from analysis of traditional 
intellectual teaching systems and fixed views of the world, 
which generally give us a frame of reference in the form of a 
fundamental and existential self-assurance.  
 
What it is that actually gains in importance for Janina Lamberty 
to be reinterpreted and recreated can be explained as a result of 
her biografy and her current personal living conditions: in her 
earlier career she worked as a surveyor and she now is based in 
Barcelona, which partly explains her close studies of Gaudí. 
 
Observation of nature or the measuring of natural events 
affected especially her artistic works created about 2002/2003: 
at that time she developped a series of paper works where she 
translated the methods adopted in geodesy to define a 
reference system into patterned structures depicting the 
terraced fields of the Catalan landscape, in fact in such a way as 



we might experience it looking down from an aircraft. The 
formal austerity of these abstract fields of colours and lines 
already anticipates the principle of both her later sculptures and 
her graphic works about Goethe. Therefore, the variations on 
Goethe’s “Spectrum of Angles” result on the one hand from a 
general interest in natural sciences, but, on the other hand, also 
from an interest in the complete works of this “Prince of Poets” 
from Weimar, which she has been dealing with intensively for 
the last 20 years.   
 
The first edition of Goethe’s paper “About the theory of colours” 
was released in 1810. It is true that in the end Goehte was unable 
to achieve with this paper his purpose, which was to refute 
scientifically the theory of Isaac Newton, who, in 1666, had used 
prisms to break down sunlight into single components and 
thereby had argued that white light consisted of a mixture of all 
spectral colours, and vice versa, that a mixture of all wavelengths 
within the rainbow spectrum would result in white. However, 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s theory of colours is significant to 
this day, because it shows an holistic approach to the 
observation of nature; later on, e.g. Rudolf Steiner’s 
anthroposophy was based on this concept, and today it is used 
in several theoretical approaches trying to overcome a 
professional fragmentation of (natural) sciences into highly 
specialized individual areas. 
 
While Goethe was not very successful within the scientific 
discussion ( and, ultimately, in the history of natural sciences), 
already in his lifetime his theory of colours was more popular 
among painters of the Romanticism: both, William Turner (1775 
– 1851), who was impressed by the power of the southern light 
during his journey through Italy in 1819, and Philipp Otto Runge 
(1777 -  1810), who had written the tract “Ball of Colours” and then 
was corresponding with Goethe about it, they were more 
impressed by the subjective position of the privy councillor from 
Weimar than by those dry researchers who explored physical 
optics. Goethe, of course, was quite familiar with their  research 
results, such as the discovery of infrared by Wilhelm Herschel in 
1800. Johann Wilhelm Ritter discovered ultraviolet in 1802, and it 
is said, that Ritter and Goethe even shared experiments. 
 



In his experiments on the theory of colours, Goethe had looked 
in daylight through a prism at a broad white strip of paper on a 
black background. He dedicated special attention to the so-
called spectra of angles, that is to the margins at the borders 
between black and white. It is here, where we find the main 
difference in the theoretical approaches of Newton and Goethe: 
Newton’s doctrine is based on the spectral colours, in contrast to 
Goethe, who builds his theory on the “angle colours” and denies 
the heterogeneity of white light.    
 
In Goethe’s view the sunlight is physically unchangeable; and 
the colours could be created by an interaction between light 
and darkness. For him, white and black were no colours, and just 
as well, from an aesthetic point of view, we have to understand 
as blanks the black and white spaces between the sequences of 
colour strips in Janina Lamberty’s graphic design for spiral 
notebooks and notepads. However, in the complete picture, 
produced in her designs by lining up the strips, the white and 
black fields are important for the composition, especially where 
visual focal points are set by shades of red, orange and yellow or 
by shades of blue. Lamberty uses this layout of the colour values 
due to the fact that for Newton darkness signifies only the 
absence of light, but that for Goethe the Non-colour black 
definitely played an active role. 
 
The colours blue and yellow appear particularly contrastive 
within the sequence of strips in Lamberty’s  designs, which can 
also be explained referring to Goethe’s observations: in his 
theory of colours, of course, not black and white are forming a 
primary polarity, instead, he sees the primary contrast of colours 
between blue and yellow. 
This primary polarity represents for Goethe a general basic 
principle of nature and new colours, like green, arise from it by 
mixing. But, in contrast to the colours in Goethe’s spectrum of 
angles, Lamberty also includes green into the palette of her 
primary colours, and thus builds a link to Isaac Newton’s “theory 
of spectrum colours”. 
  
Goethe explains the spectra of angles by the displacement of 
the objects through the prism compared to their actual location. 
In Janina Lamberty’s works it is, however, not a matter of an 



accurate physical comprehension of these ideas, but rather a 
matter of a free interpretation and artistic transformation into a 
structure with a geometric rectangular grid, which also 
accomodates the subjective, emotional perception of colour. 
The perceptual-psychologic effect caused by colours is the 
actual medium of her artistic decision, especially with regard to 
her designs. If the merging of arts with natural scientific 
thinking can be perceived throughout the complete works by 
Lamberty, then she probably is also fascinated by Goethe in this 
context, because the origin of his theory of colours is not really 
coming from physics, but from his notes on arts dating as far 
back as to the 1770s, notes especially on landscape painting. 
 
It reminds us remotely of Goethe’s holistic principle, when we 
find that the Catalan architect Antoni Gaudí also was thinking in 
terms of a synthesis of arts, that he understood structures as 
organisms and expressed it through organic, round and curved 
shapes. Lamberty’s creation “View from La Pedrera on the city” 
deals with a key work of Gaudí, namely with Casa Milà, built in 
1910, and popularly called “La Pedrera” (the quarry) because of its 
irregular façade. The towers of the famous “Sagrada Familia” 
provided Lamberty with inspiration for graphic designs, and 
Gaudí’s mosaics likewise, as the compositions of red, pale and 
dark blue squares in her creations “Inspiration Gaudí” and 
“Paisatge urbà” (urban landscape) show.    
 
A variety of tales are dealing with life and work of Saint George 
(or Sant Jordi in Catalonia). Legend has it that he died a martyr’s 
death around the year 303; not until the time of the Crusades 
was he also described as dragon slayer. In Catalan textbooks we 
can find the following version of the dragon-slayer-legend: After 
a princess had been kidnapped by a dragon, her father sent out 
many knights, but none of them was able to free his daughter. 
Finally, an alien knight succeeded in the fight killing the dragon 
with the thrust of his lance. A rose grew from the blood of the 
stab wound; the alien knight picked the rose and gave it to the 
princess, who in turn presented her saviour with a book. Out of 
this story evolved the Catalan tradition, whereby on Saint 
George’s Day, which is on April 23rd , men and women give roses 
and books to each other as gifts. 
  



The motif of roses in one of Janina Lamberty’s graphics  alludes 
to this legend. But she does not use the rose merely as a formal 
iconographic element, but she consciously refers to the 
enormous symbolic charisma of this topos in the history of 
mythology, religion and heraldry, as well as to its emblematic 
force (the German state North Rhine-Westphalia, e.g., to this day 
also has a rose in its coat of arms, the so-called “Lippe rose”, from 
the region of Lippe, dating back to the Middle Ages). It shows us 
that roses are ageless, universal symbols; that they are not at all 
“worn out” in art history and can still be incorporated, in an 
harmonious way, into a modern graphic design.  
 
The very fine, lightweight tulle dresses with their delicate floral 
patterns worn by the ballerinas, captured in pastel and gouache 
by the French impressionist painter Edgar Degas (“ The green 
ballerinas”, 1877/79, collection Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid), are 
interpreted by Janina Lamberty into a picture with blossoms 
spread out on a gray background with green scatterings. The 
viewer is looking virtually “from above” onto a field of flowers, 
and because of the pictorial treatment of the petals the calyxes 
convey the impression of plasticity whereby they stand out 
against the background. Darker shades (dark blue, red violet) set 
optical accentuations in this arrangement, within the 
distribution of white, light green, pale blue and turquoise 
blossoms. The same basic patterns of blossoms repeat with each 
colour version and are multiplied on the pictorial ground, like in 
a collage, but the composition does not lead into a rhythm of 
exactly repeating ornamental structures, as we know it from the 
classical wall paper designs or from printed tablecloths. In this 
respect, we have to understand this creation “Ballerina-5” 
(2010)as an example for Lamberty’s compromise between 
(purposeless) art and (applied) design.     
 
The drawing style of the petals reflects the dynamic of the 
dance-movements of the ballerinas in their tulle dresses. The 
blossoms are not only just illustrations of flowers, but seen from 
above they are also tulle dresses and tulle skirts enwrapping the 
bodies of the ballerinas with their ultrathin, net type structure, 
just like petals in florescence do in the flora. The ease of the 
choreographically rehearsed, and yet graceful, and seemingly 
natural body language in these ballet motifs painted by Degas, 



and ever-revealing a velvety sheen typical for him, has in 
Lamberty’s transformation its equivalent  in the cheerfulness 
and lightness of the colours in their bright shades of blue and 
white. 
  
In Lamberty’s individual artistic works and applied designs these 
different graphic approaches, explained so far, condense into an 
artistically harmonious language of shapes; the flow of this 
graphic language allows to reduce to a common denominator 
such highly diverse aspects as the heritage of Goethe, Gaudí, 
Degas and of other (art) historic traditions.   
 
 
 
 
 


