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Missoula, MT / April 24, 2012 / Missoula Art Museum (MAM) / The Missoula Art Museum
is committed to always displaying a portion of our permanent collection in the museum.
Over the years, the staff has used several different themes to organize a collection
exhibit, such as flora and fauna, the landscape, or a particular media like photography,
the book arts or ceramics. Establishing a theme is a means of featuring artworks in
different ways, developing scholarship, and encouraging appreciation of MAM s
collection.
Color is one of the keys to communicating ideas in the art world, so why not develop an
exhibit based on the use of a color, say Purple? This approach might seem serendipitous,
but it also provides an opportunity to examine art objects side by side that might
otherwise never be looked at together. This explains the chemistry of an exhibition, and
examining an artist s decision to use a particular color grants insight into their practice.
Surveying the collection, we discovered several artists who fearlessly used purple,
including Freeman Butts, Walter Hook, Gennie DeWeese, Leslie Van Stavern Millar, and
several Hmong textile artists.
Purple has a very interesting history. In bygone times, purple has been associated with
royalty and power, but the secret of that power lies in the glands of a tiny shellfish
creature, with origins as early as the Minoan civilization. Tyrian Purple, the purple dye of
the Phoenicians mentioned in texts dating back to about 1600 B.C., was produced from
the mucus of the hypobranchial gland of various species of marine mollusks. It took some
12,000 shellfish to extract 1.5 grams of the pure dye. Legend credits its discovery to
Heracles dog whose mouth was stained purple from chewing on snails along the Levantine
coast. King Phoenix received a purple dyed robe from Heracles and decreed the rulers of
Phoenicia should wear this color as a royal symbol.
Rome, Egypt, and Persia used purple as the imperial standard. With the decline of the
Roman Empire, the use of Tyrian Purple also declined, and large-scale production ceased
with the fall of Constantinople in 1453 A.D.
The birth of the synthetic dye industry can be traced to the discovery of an aniline based
purple dye, mauveine, by the English chemist William H. Perkin in 1856. It became quite
fashionable and affordable to wear clothing dyed with mauve.
Today, genuine Tyrian Purple remains the domain of the rich and famous, but the
accessibility of synthetic dyes, paints and pigments has removed the mystique of purple.
While the color purple has historical and cultural meaning, the selections from the
collection indicate an artist’s attitudes free from the preconceived notions of the
preciousness of the pigment.

Contact: For more information, please contact the Missoula Art Museum at 406.728.0447,
visit the MAM website at www.missoulaartmuseum.org or contact Ted Hughes, Registrar,
ted@missoulaartmuseum.org, 406.728.0447 x222.
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About MAM: FREE EXPRESSION / FREE ADMISSION. The Missoula Art Museum strives to engage artists and
audience in the creative exploration of contemporary art relevant to our community, state and region.
Founded in 1975 and accredited by the American Association of Museums since 1987, MAM showcases
diverse and thought-provoking contemporary artwork from local and international artists. Gallery Hours:
Monday-Thursday, 10AM-5PM, Friday-Sunday, 10AM-3PM. Office hours: Mon-Fri, 9AM-5PM.

