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Wherever you turn your gaze, colour appears: we are enveloped, immersed in a whole coloured visible world. Colour pervades it; whatever fills our eye is essentially colour. In strictly phenomenal terms, perception psychologist D. Katz has produced a classification of the different “ways of appearing of colour”
, dividing them into:  volume-colours, surface-colours, film-colours, reflection-colours, structural colours and  illuminant-colours.
But our brain can also see other categories of colours.
As a brush on the canvas does, the look of any seeing being colours what’s around him, his living environment, with the colours selected by the biological-cultural evolution. The eye isn’t a receptive organ only, it’s productive as well: besides seeing colours, it produces them too. J. W. Goethe was among the first to consider and theorize this aspect, underlining the importance and the impact the phenomenon has on the perception of world colours.
The idea produces a particular category of colours that the German poet defines precisely as subjective colours, since they are generated within the organ and not by the direct action of some external stimulus. After all, not even “the colours which we see on objects are not qualities entirely strange to the eye; the organ … is always predisposed to produce colour of itself, and experiences a sensation of delight if something analogous to its own nature is offered to it from without.”

If we stare at a coloured and well lit object for about 40-60 seconds and immediately after that we move our gaze to a homogeneous white or grey surface, of a colour which is not complementary to the surface of the object, a ghostly form of the object appears after some seconds, coloured in a faded, opalescent hue, clearly complementary to the one of the object we have previously stared at. The phenomenon is known as after colour  and J. W. Goethe explained it in the following way: “when the eye sees a colour it is immediately excited, and it is its nature, spontaneously and of necessity, at once to produce another, which with the original colour comprehends the whole chromatic scale.
  After colour, which forms, comes and goes, disappears and appears again with now defined now softened outlines, appears as a fluid presence so much so that, should we repeat the aforesaid experiment, if we moved our gaze to a drawing reproducing the same shape of the gazed object, whose outline were discontinuous, open on some sides, we would surprisingly see the after colour flow away through the openings; we would see it spill over to the background, as if it were a liquid overflowing from its container. (fig. 1)
The essential phenomenal properties of after colours are: opalescent clearness, sponge brightness and frontality, similar to film colours. Their main characteristic, though, is their fluctuation in space. Like phantom chromatic veils, they chase the movement of our gaze gliding over objects. As long as their latent existence lasts, they envelop everything, permeating it of their hue, until they blend with it, changing its original chromatic aspect.
We aren’t aware of their existence and their effect on daily perception. Which doesn’t mean their action is negligible, even if ignored. Suffice it to say that to remove their dangerous and persistent presence from surgeons’ eyes, their gowns and sheets in operating theatres have been changed from white, their colour in the past, to green. Green is in fact the after colour which forms in the eyes of the surgeon when he’s compelled to stare at an area permeated by blood, and therefore red.
We also owe to their action the effects  which enhance the traits of diaphanous beauties.
“I had entered an inn towards the evening, and, as a well favoured-girl with a brilliantly pale complexion, black hair, and a scarlet bodice, came into the room, I looked attentively at her as she stood before me at some distance in half shadow. As she presently afterwards turned away, I saw on the white wall, which was now before me, a black face surrounded with a bright light, while the dress of the perfectly distinct figure appeared of a beautiful sea-green.”
 This is how Goethe describes his exciting meeting with after colours. (fig. 2)
Writer-scientist Oliver Sacks relates the clinical case of Mr I.: the painter who couldn’t see colours. As a result of a car accident this character suffers irreversible injuries in the part of the neocortex which is in charge of the vision of colours, the cortical area called V4. Immediately after the accident Mr I.’s world turns into black and white, composed by dazzling whites and deep blacks  and with an infinite variety of shades of grey which make things appear dirty and disgusting. Mr I. “found himself living in an inconstant world, where lights and shadows fluctuated according to the lighting wavelength, in sharp contrast with the relative stability of the chromatic world he had known before.”
  Mr I.’s eyes were perfectly working, his retina and photoreceptors went on working as before, that is they kept extracting chromatic information from the wavelengths which made up the light stimulus in objects, but when it reached the brain the information elaborated by his eyes didn’t find working cells to complete the process of seeing colours. Mr I. sees everything as he used to: shape, space, movement, surfaces; but the colour which is usually associated to these things. The painter, though he wasn’t able to see colours, couldn’t be satisfied with painting his works with black and white blended in various ways, because the greys he obtained doing that didn’t seem the same as the ones which appeared to him in real things.  Only if he mixed real colours, which anyway he perceived as shades of grey, he had the sensation to imitate the shades of the things he saw in the correct way: he perceived what lives in colours and doesn’t appear to his eyes of those who are used to seeing (?) colours. What does Mr I. perceive as living in a colour? The uncoloured, what colour hides from the eyes of those who are seeing it and maybe only reveals to the eyes of those who can’t see it. (fig. 3 and 4)
The painter who can’t see colours evokes another world and another way to live them.
Sea snails of the Opisthobranchia species are really varied in their shape and even more in the pigmentation of their skin, where extraordinarily complex and chromatically rich compositions appear. Portman reminds us these beings have no eyes, so they can’t see their fellow creatures and they establish relationships by means of smell and taste.
What are the invisible colours of tropical fish bright polychromies for? Who are they for and what function do they carry out, as nobody will ever see them in the abyssal depth of oceans, which no photon will ever reach?

Who knows what secrets the colours neglected to our gazes hide. Who knows if an eye used to the heuristics of analogies, and willing then to trace the most ancestral resonance, will ever be able to see what undetected correspondences exist among the colours hidden by nature and the equally invisible colours painted in the dark depth of the caves in Altamira or Lascaux by Palaeolithic painters-hunters.
Many other situations could be related to confirm and consolidate what can already be inferred with obvious clarity, i.e. ineffability is the real nature of colour. Visible colours which are ignored (after colours), invisible colours which are felt as living and pulsating (the painter with achromatic vision), living colours that nobody sees. Colours flow, hide, chase each other, fade,  and hide from sight exactly where and when one feels he has grasped them as a stable and fixed property in the identity of the  thing they show themselves in. Maybe colours have their real nature inscribed in their etymon: the word colour comes from the Latin celare, to hide. What do colours hide? Themselves or the things they appear in?
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