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About the Author

Darius, aka “Bubs,” is the founder and CEO of COLOURlovers.com and he wants the whole world to find color enlightenment. He built COLOURlovers after an uninspired class on color theory left him searching for an online community to explore color and share creative ideas. He never found it. So he built it. COLOURlovers now reaches more than one million creative individuals each month and has been recognized as an award-winning design resource and community. Darius is an Internet entrepreneur, writer, web designer/coder and former student of fashion design. He’s a creative and social media consultant and former community organizer for Microsoft’s Photosynth software. He’s also the co-founder of the disaster-relief nonprofit All Hands Volunteers (http://hands.org) and has spent more than a year living in disaster zones around the world.

About COLOURlovers.com

COLOURlovers.com is an international design community that helps creative folks around the world find inspiration and share their ideas with others. Reaching more than one million visitors each month, COLOURlovers is the largest color resource on the web. COLOURlovers has been nominated in the prestigious Webby Awards four years in a row (2007, 2008, 2009 & 2010) for Best Community. Starting as a simple service for sharing great colors and palettes, COLOURlovers has grown into a robust resource of more than 1.5 million palettes and 1.4 million seamless patterns … and growing. The next brilliant color inspiration could be yours, and COLOURlovers wants to help you share it with the world.
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INTRODUCTION
THE RULES FOR COLOR ARE NOT BLACK AND WHITE

You shouldn’t need to break rules: Make new ones. Play with color, try new things, be bold, be subtle, be creative—and be you. After all, you’re a unique individual who sees the world like no one else does. Share that perspective and share your love of color.

We all have some common connections and associations to color based on cultural influences and popular theories, but color is ultimately a unique experience for all of us. And because of that, there is not just one set of rules for how to think about and use color.

We live in a global community with tools that allow us to create something independently and share it with the masses. This interconnected environment generates a much wider spectrum of color ideas and color applications.

When an artist’s work can reach people all over the world without leaving the easel, or a girl walking down the street can appear immediately on a blog in front of the next generation of fashion designers, it is clear that influence has become democratized. When an individual can have an impact on global trends, you no longer need to know what color the experts think you should use. You can share with everyone the colors you love.

This book isn’t meant to be the answer to all your questions about color because you already hold the answers. It is the starting place for your creative color ideas. It is a source of color inspiration for you to begin your creative process.

I believe in color like I believe in spiritual enlightenment. It isn’t something that can be given to you, but rather something that with the right teaching, information, inspiration and practice you can discover on your own. I hope this book helps you find a bit of color enlightenment that has meaning to you.

We’ve organized the book into fifteen chapters of hues broken up by several color theories to help you navigate the more than 3,000 palettes collected here. To help stoke your creativity, there are also ten inspirational and informational color articles throughout the book.

Find your color enlightenment.

—Darius,

Creator of COLOURlovers.com

Note: The CMYK color values in this book were converted from source RGB colors with an sRGB color profile to the CMYK color space with a U.S. Web Coated (SWOP) v2 color profile.





COLOR THEORY

 

THE BASICS OF COLOR

There is a basic problem in color theory, which was known to the early theorists, and that still remains today. It is that the color of light behaves differently than the color of pigment (paints, inks and dyes). These two behaviors have been named additive color and subtractive color, respectively. The basics we know today are rooted in the practical applications and physical models based on these two behaviors.

The First Theories 

RYB

This subtractive theory was developed by observing the mixing properties of red, yellow and blue pigments. It was established that all known colors could be created by mixing these three colors but that those three colors themselves couldn’t be created by mixing any other colors. This fundamental idea established color theory back in the eighteenth century and was documented in at least two books: Theory of Colours (1810), by the German poet and government minister Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, and De la Loi du Contraste Simultané Des Couleurs et de L’assortiment des Objets Colorés (1839), by the French industrial chemist Michel Eugène Chevreul.

RGB

In the late nineteenth century a new model was developed by Thomas Young and Hermann von Helmholtz based on the additive mixture of three monochromatic lights: red, green and blue, and the ability to create all other colors by overlaying them. This model is based on their theory known as trichromacy: possessing three independent channels for conveying color information, derived from the three different cone types in our eyes.

CMYK

CMYK (process color or four color) is a color model developed for printing. The model is based on the same subtractive properties as RYB but adds a fourth color, black (k). This saves ink during the printing process instead of mixing the CMY to create black every time.

Again, in contrast to the additive RGB color theory, where the summation of the primary colors equals white light and an absence of color is black, the CMYK color model is opposite. Subtractive theory begins with white being the basic color of paper and canvas and the combination of the primary colors creates black. In other words, you can “subtract” wavelengths of light from white until you get black.

Munsell Color System

Albert Munsell’s system is rooted in visual perception of color and based on measurements of human subjects. The system specifies color using three dimensions: hue (a specific color), chroma (color intensity or saturation) and value (lightness and darkness). It is sometimes abbreviated HSV.
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Public domain; Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:AdditiveColor.svg

The RGB model was based on the additive mixture of three monochromatic lights: red, green and blue, and the ability to create all other colors by overlaying them.

[image: ]

Public domain; Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Color_mixture.svg

RYB subtractive theory established that all known colors could be created by mixing red, yellow and blue, but that those three colors themselves couldn’t be created by mixing any other colors.
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 Public domain; Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CMYK-circles.png

CMYK is a color model developed for printing. The model is based on the same subtractive properties as RYB but adds a fourth color, black (k).

He is the first to illustrate color in a three-dimensional space.

Hue

Hues are pure colors, or the primary and secondary colors commonly found on a color wheel: red, orange, yellow, green, blue and violet.

Chroma (Saturation, Colorfulness)

Saturation is the intensity or purity of the hue. Whether it appears more grey and dull rather than bold and rich has to do with its saturation.
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by Wikipedia User Jacobolus; Creative Commons;
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Munsell-system.svg

Albert Munsell’s system specifies color using three dimensions: hue (a specific color), chroma (color intensity) and value (lightness and darkness).

Value

Value is the lightness of a color. It is the amount of white or black interpreted in the color.

CIE Color Space

In 1931, the Commission Internationale de l’Eclairage (CIE) created the first standard of color values based on the tristimulus values, known as the CIE XYZ color space and represented by the chromacity diagram.

The CIE XYZ color space is the first quantitative model for color from which all color communication and technology has developed. Assigning specific values to colors made it possible to communicate color across different channels.

In the CIE XYZ color space, every color has an X, Y and Z value. These values were formulated from a “standard observer’s” perception of color in relation to the value amount, in terms of wavelengths of the three primary colors; red, green and blue. The values, known as tristimulus values, are the amounts used by the standard observer to re-create test colors using the additive theory.

Of course XYZ values are not a good way to communicate something that is better understood in terms of hue and chroma. Therefore, as part of the CIE XYZ color space, the chromacity diagram CIE xyY was created. This diagram is a visual two-dimensional representation of the three-dimensional CIE XYZ quantitative model. The chart, also known as the CIE gamut chart, shows the gamut of human vision, and is beneficial for locating and calculating color using two coordinates.

There are some drawbacks: Since the chart is a flattened representation, it doesn’t accurately show the relationship between colors. Equal differences in saturation are farther apart in the green area than they are in the red or violet area.
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Public domain; 
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:CIE1931xy_blank.svg

This diagram is a visual two-dimensional representation of the three-dimensional CIE XYZ quantitative model. It shows the gamut of human vision, and is beneficial for locating and calculating color using two coordinates.
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Public domain; Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:GoetheFarbkreis.jpg

The color wheel was the first organized color system that simply communicated the visual perception of colors.

CIE LAB

CIE LAB is an adjusted CIE XYZ space developed in 1976 and includes findings from further research made during the 1960s that led to the development of this space based on the Opponent Process Color Theory. This theory says that humans interpret all color stimuli only as differences between light and dark, red and green, and yellow and blue. CIE LAB uses three axes in a three-dimensional representation: L (lightness), (a) the position between red and green, and (b) the position between yellow and blue. The LAB space still allows for easy calculations but is more accurate in its representation of the relationships or distances between colors.

Color Wheel

The color wheel was the first organized color system that simply communicated the visual perception of colors. It is a lasting model still highly used for its simplicity and relation between main hues.

Primary

In traditional color theory, there are three hues that cannot be created from any mixture of other colors, but that together can form all other colors. These are the primary colors: red, yellow and blue.

Primary colors are positioned in a triangular fashion around the color wheel representing their relation to the other colors.

Secondary

The secondary colors are orange, green and violet, and are created by mixing, in equal parts, two of the three primary colors.

Tertiary

The tertiary colors are red-orange, orange-yellow, yellow-green, and so on. They are created from mixing, in equal parts, any one primary color with one secondary color.

Color Harmonies

Monochromatic: These colors consist of a common hue.

Analagous: Analagous colors are located in close proximity to one another on the color wheel.

Triadic: Three colors equally spread out on the color wheel are triadic.

Split-Complementary: A variation of complimentary, in addition to a base color, the palette includes the two adjacent colors of the base color’s complement.

Complementary: Located directly across from each other on the common color wheel, complementary colors produce grey when mixed together.
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Monochromatic colors consist of a common hue.
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Analagous colors are located in close proximity to one another on the color wheel.
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Three colors equally spread out on the color wheel are triadic.

[image: ]

A variation of complementary, in addition to a base color, the split-complementary palette includes the two adjacent colors of the base color’s complement.
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Complementary colors are located directly across from each other on the common color wheel.
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In the future we could see theories based on differing saturation and value rather than hue alone.

New Theories

Theories are endless, and in the future we could see theories based on differing saturation and value rather than hue alone.

COLOR IN HISTORY: MOVEMENTS

In recent years many organizations have chosen to use colors to represent their individual causes. These colors have been applied in many forms but the most common seems to be the ribbon, and more recently, the bracelet or wristband.

Ribbons and Wristbands

The yellow ribbon is the first example of color symbolism of this type and is still in use today. It is traditionally worn or displayed in multiple forms by family members and other loved ones to show support for a soldier’s return from war. The yellow ribbon was popularized in the U.S. during the time of the Iran hostage situation (1979–1981), but legend dates its initial use as far back as four hundred years.

The song “Round Her Neck She Wore a Yellow Ribbon,” which reportedly has been around in some form for four hundred years, includes lyrics that say, “Round her neck she wore a yellow ribbon … | When I asked her, Why the yellow ribbon? | She said, “It’s for my lover who is far, far away.” The 1949 John Wayne film She Wore a Yellow Ribbon is another clue to its early origins.

What’s the significance of yellow? In one essay, “The Yellow Ribbon History,” (http://endtimepilgrim.org/yellowrib.htm) author Gavin Finley points as far back as the English Civil War and the yellow ribbons and sashes of the Puritan Army—those who would later defect to the Americas.

Regardless of its true origin and meaning, the symbol has become an example of using color as a uniting element for different causes throughout history.

Here is a rundown of subsequent ribbon and band colors and the meanings behind them. It should be noted that multiple meanings exist for many, if not all, of the colors, but these are the main ones.

The red ribbon stands for solidarity among those who suffer from AIDS/HIV and their caregivers. It was created by Visual AIDS, a group of artists, in 1991. Since AIDS/HIV is a blood-related disease, the color red was chosen (http://www.redribbon.com). Red is also meant to symbolize passion and love.

The pink ribbon is the international symbol for breast cancer awareness. The history is bit fuzzy, but pink for breast cancer came to popularity in the early 1990s and has been accepted worldwide since. While men are also affected by breast cancer, pink was chosen because it is the socially constructed color for women.

The blue ribbon is known in the U.S. as a symbol for colon cancer, however when seen online it takes on a different meaning.

The Blue Ribbon Campaign for Online Freedom of Speech, Press and Associations was launched by the Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF) immediately following the passing of the Communications Decency Act (CDA) by the U.S. government on February 1, 1996. It was followed by another color movement, the Black World Wide Web protest, on February 8, 1996. The CDA was ruled unconstitutional in 1997 slating the first victory for the EFF and Blue Ribbon Campaign. The blue ribbon still lives on today and will continue as long as the essential human rights of free speech are tested.

Chosen to be yellow because of its importance in cycling, the yellow Livestrong wristband was a campaign developed by Nike and an ad agency as a fund-raising item for the Lance Armstrong Foundation. The organization was started by cancer survivor and famed cyclist Lance Armstrong to raise money for cancer research and increase awareness of the disease. The campaign was extremely successful, producing 70 million wristbands and starting trends in colored wristbands as items for other causes. For example, the white ONE Campaign wristband sought to raise awareness and fight extreme poverty and disease in Africa. (The success of this campaign inadvertently created a fashion trend and a subsequent counterfeit market).

LGBT Community

Color has long played an important role in the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender (LGBT) community’s expression of pride. While not the first group to use a rainbow flag as a symbol of its movement, since the 1970s it has widely been accepted as the symbol for equal rights and respect for those with nontraditional sexual identities.

The first version of the LGBT rainbow flag was created in 1978 by San Francisco artist Gilbert Baker. The flag was first flown in the San Francisco Gay Freedom Day Parade on June 25, 1978. Its popularity was solidified after the assassination on November 27, 1978, of both San Francisco’s Mayor, George Moscone, and its first openly gay supervisor, Harvey Milk, as the community looked for a symbol to communicate their solidarity.

Due to the availability of fabrics and dyes, the flag underwent a few revisions of subtracting and adding colors. The first version originally had eight stripes, the second seven, but it was a six-stripe version with the colors red, orange, yellow, green, blue and violet that became recognized all over the world.

In its original eight-stripe version Baker assigned a meaning to each color: fuchsia, sexuality; red, life; orange, healing; yellow, sunlight; green, nature; turquoise, magic; blue, serenity; violet, spirit.

The LGBT community has had a long history of color associations culminating with the rainbow flag. These associations first stem from social stigmas created in World War II.

One of the oldest symbols of the homosexual community is the pink triangle, a symbol used in Nazi concentration camps to mark homosexuals. For this reason, the pink triangle is used both as an identification symbol and as a reminder to the public of the atrocities that took place under Nazi persecution.

Wishing to increase visibility in society and within the LGBT community subsets, the LGBT community also latched onto color as a whole as a symbol. Using the success of the rainbow flag, the bisexual, transgender, and gay men communities created similarly styled flags with unique color symbolism.

The bisexual flag was created by Michael Page in 1988. A magenta (pink) stripe at the top of the flag represents sexual attraction to one’s own sex. A royal blue stripe at the bottom of the flag represents sexual attraction to the opposite sex. And an overlapping stripe in the central fifth of the flag that forms a deep shade of lavender (purple) represents sexual attraction to both sexes.

The transgender flag was created by Monica Helms and first flown in 1999. It consists of five horizontal stripes, two light blue, two pink, with a white stripe in the center. Blue stands for males, pink for females, and white for those who are transitioning or feel they are gender neutral or intersexed.

The gay culture or bear flag was designed in 1995 by Craig Byrnes. The colors of the flag are meant to be inclusive and represent hair and skin colors of all nationalities.
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Public domain; source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Gay_flag_8.svg

The first version of the LGBT rainbow flag was created in 1978 by San Francisco artist Gilbert Baker. In its original eight-stripe version, Baker assigned a meaning to each color: fuchsia, sexuality; red, life; orange, healing; yellow, sunlight; green, nature; turquoise, magic; blue, serenity; violet, spirit.
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Public domain; source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Bi_flag.svg

The bisexual flag was created by Michael Page in 1988. A magenta (pink) stripe at the top of the flag represents sexual attraction to one’s own sex. A royal blue stripe at the bottom of the flag represents sexual attraction to the opposite sex. And an overlapping stripe in the central fifth of the flag that forms a deep shade of lavender (purple) represents sexual attraction to both sexes.

Another color representative of the LGBT community is the color purple or lavender and the “Purple Hand.” On October, 31, 1969, members of the Gay Liberation Front and the Society for Individual Rights staged a protest at San Francisco’s Examiner in response to a series of news articles disparaging LGBT people in San Francisco’s gay bars and clubs. The peaceful protest drastically changed tones when an Examiner employee dumped what was reported as some sort of printing ink onto the protesters below. The protesters then used the purple ink to write messages of pride on the building’s walls and stamp purple hand-prints all over San Francisco. The event was later called “Friday of the Purple Hand.”

Blackspot

Not to be confused with “The Black Spot,” (the official verdict given to pirates in Robert Louis Stevenson’s classic tale Treasure Island), or the plant disease caused by fungus, Blackspot has a quite different meaning in the business world. It refers to questioning the fundamental ideas of our contemporary capitalist economy and recognizing that a very few corporations control the majority of the media and readily available consumer products.

[image: ]

Photo © Ben Speckmann

A Ghost Bike is a memorial to the person who was hit or killed, but it is also a bold statement of consciousness. It raises awareness of the problems that we face as a community of people—one that will hopefully enact necessary changes so we can all feel safe to use the public roads.

Blackspot was created by the Adbusters Media Foundation, a Canadian nonprofit anti-consumerism organization started in 1989 by Kalle Lasn and Bill Schmalz. Tangibly, the Blackspot is an open source trademark logo or identity currently used for a line of shoes designed to resemble Nike-owned Chuck Taylor All-Stars. The shoes are made from recycled and organic materials in a small union shop in Portugal, a commercial challenge to the labor and environmental violations of the more global marketplace. Intangibly, Blackspot is a symbol for grassroots capitalism.

The ideology of the Blackspot has moved beyond Adbusters’ shoes to become a color mark for those who are against unfair labor practices and brand idolatry.

Ghost Bikes

Ghostbikes.org describes this phenomenon:


“Ghost Bikes are small and somber memorials for bicyclists who are killed or hit on the street. A bicycle is painted all white and locked to a street sign near the crash site, accompanied by a small plaque. They serve as reminders of the tragedy that took place, and as a quiet statement in support of cyclists’ rights.

The first ghost bikes were created in St. Louis, Missouri, in 2003, and they have since appeared in over 100 locations throughout the world.”



Ghost Bikes are a beacon on an otherwise anonymous street corner. It is the hope that each passing motorist, cyclist and pedestrian who sees a Ghost Bike will realize the failures of how we currently share public space, and in turn will become aware that it’s as easy to be a victim as it is to be a killer. It is a memorial to the person who was hit or killed, but it is also a bold statement of consciousness and awareness of the problems that we face as a community of people—one that will hopefully enact necessary changes so we can all feel safe to use the public roads.

ASSOCIATIONS AND MEANINGS OF COLOR

We all have some common connections and associations to color based on personal observation, cultural influences and popular theories, but color is ultimately a unique experience for all of us. And because of that, there is not one set of rules for how to think about and use color. While popular theories are historically interesting, they offer little help when trying to communicate a specific message with color, and they speak little to ever-evolving cross-cultural meaning.

Color symbolism is filled with contradictions and discontinuities, even within the same culture. A color or palette’s true intended meaning can only become clear when it is presented in the appropriate context. For example, in the United States when you give someone something red, such as flowers or a novelty plush heart, it represents love and passion. At the same time, red is the traditional color for the devil and evil. This is only one brief example, but others can be found for every color and in every culture.

Meanings of color are specific to time, place and culture. So instead of pushing forward unfounded theories about color (all of which are readily available to explore online), we offer an example of color meaning and use in one culture, and also an example of one of the psychophysical effects of color. Both of these examples are intended as a starting point for you to develop new theories and create attuned ideas on how to use color, and ultimately continue the greater evolution of the communication possibilities of color.

Color in Nature

The associations and meanings we’ve developed with nature may be the most universally recognized. Presumably, our most basic associations started with our instinctive need to survive. We searched for blue water to quench our thirst, created red fire for warmth and sought green plants for food. From there, it seems our color sense developed even further, using color to distinguish those fruits and vegetables rich with nourishing vitamins from those that were yet not ripe. Similarly, we chose fresh red meat instead of meat that was pale and rancid to avoid illness. To this day, even with many of us finding ourselves living amongst grey streets and red brick buildings, our color connections to nature still remain strong. If one sees blue placed on top of green, the sky and land will probably come to mind. Place blue to one side of green and now the association is closer to that of a body of water meeting the land. As animals reliant on the earth for survival, it is no wonder that some of our strongest color associations are those that are common across various geographies, cultures and time zones; associations that still remain at our core today.

Color in Culture

In the small island culture of San Juan, Puerto Rico, color takes on new meaning when added to the exterior of one’s home.

Anyone who has visited and traveled through the neighborhoods of San Juan has probably observed the unique and bright colors found on most of the homes. For the inhabitants, color is a way of expressing their personality, and they paint it right on their homes.

As one San Juan local commented in response to the blog post, Local Paint: Color From El Yunque to San Juan (http://www.colourlovers.com/blog/2009/04/06/local-paint-color-from-san-yuan-to-el-yunke), “Painting our houses is like a ritual and a competition. You don’t want to end up having the same colors as your neighbor. No sir. We love color….”

The post covered the photographic project “Local Paint” by Alex Fuller. Alex set out to highlight the color, texture and culture spoken through the use of paint by capturing the colors of homes and business in San Juan. He did just that. His simple contribution of photos from his trip have given great insight into an unfamiliar culture of color, and add to the expanding record of color meanings, associations and uses.

The local goes on to say, “Some people here are more risqué than others but overall we enjoy bright [colors]. I think we have a great sense of the use of color and dare to make combinations that most people don’t even think of.”
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© Alex Fuller (alexfuller.com)
http://www.colourlovers.com/blog/2009/04/06local-paint-color-from-san-yuan-to-el-yunke

With the photographic project “Local Paint,” Alex Fuller set out to highlight the color, texture and culture spoken through the use of paint by capturing the colors of homes and business in San Juan.

This use of color is in great contrast to much of the suburban United States where home color is chosen more often to blend in with surrounding homes, or dictated by availability of the vinyl siding that is commonly used on the exterior of many homes. For a country that is so individualistic culturally, it is surprising that so many neighborhoods have codes that dictate not only things like whether or not you are allowed to have a swimming pool, a fence, or a tool shed, but whether or not you can paint your home tangerine and magenta instead of the prescribed white, beige or brown. These rules may be set in place by a neighborhood committee with the good intention of keeping the neighborhood held to a certain level of aesthetic appeal—often with the neighborhood’s monetary value in mind—but it leaves out a sense of character and expression that is seen in other cultures like those of the people of San Juan.
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http://www.colourlovers.com/blog/2009/04/06local-paint-color-from-san-yuan-to-el-yunke

In both examples, it is color that makes a clear distinction between the two differing cultures, giving us insight into the psyche and behaviors of their inhabitants.

Color and Taste Perception

From casual observations of our own eating we know that the visual “taste” of food can be just as important as the ingredients in a dish. But how much do your internalized color and food associations impact what you are tasting? A study testing just this might make you think twice about what you are tasting, and whether or not you might just be seeing a difference.

The study, published in the March 2007 issue of the Journal of Consumer Research, found that color was more of an influence on how taste was perceived than quality or price information. The researchers manipulated orange juice by changing color (with food coloring), sweetness (with sugar), or by labeling the cups with brand and quality information. They found that though brand name influenced people’s preferences for one cup of juice over another, labeling one cup a premium brand and the other an inexpensive store brand had no effect on perceptions of taste. In contrast, the tint of the orange juice had a huge effect on the taster’s perception of taste. As the authors put it: “Color dominated taste.” Given two cups of the same orange juice, with one cup darkened with food coloring, the members of the research sample group perceived differences in taste that did not exist. However, when given two cups of orange juice that were the same color, with one cup sweetened with sugar, the same people failed to perceive taste differences.
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© Alex Fuller (alexfuller.com)
http://www.colourlovers.com/blog/2009/04/06local-paint-color-from-san-yuan-to-el-yunke
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In these examples from Alex Fuller’s photographic project “Local Paint,” it is color that makes a clear distinction between the two differing cultures, giving us insight into the psyche and behaviors of their inhabitants.

This study shows that color does have an effect on taste perception. While orange was the color used in the study and was shown to effect a person’s perception of sweetness, we can’t assume that the color orange changes people’s perception of sweet overall. Adding a little orange to a dessert will not make it taste sweeter, necessarily, but rather the perception of sweetness might have to do more with the saturation and value of a color. A brighter, richer color tastes sweeter than a drab dull color. This is, of course, also dependent on one’s culture and learned associations with food from local cuisine and crops. This study used people familiar with orange juice to the point that they were familiar even with different brands of orange juice, and this study is very much in the context of those parameters.

COMMUNICATING AND ORGANIZING USING COLOR

Color is an innate visual language that can be an extremely useful tool for conveying information. The use of color can effectively group, highlight and sort, and simplify the intended meaning of information, making it easier to communicate that meaning to a larger number of diverse populations.

Presenting information in its simplest form minimizes the potential of it being misinterpreted. A good way to simplify a large amount of information is to group related items and make the pertinent information easier to find, read and understand despite a large amount of data. Whether you’re working on information graphics, a website or a map, color is one of the best tools you can use to group information. However, there are a few things to keep in mind that will help you present your data in the best way possible.

Highlight Groupings. A scattered group of seemingly unrelated items across a graphic or website can be daunting to look at, but it is easy to identify items when they are set apart by color. The color choice is only relevant in regards to the other colors surrounding it. While you should follow common background text contrast rules for legibility, whether you use red, blue or orange makes little difference.

Keep the palette simple. It is easy to see something that is colored within a group of black data, or even if it is beside two or three other colors. But the more colors you add without any kind of significant visual boundary, the more difficult it is to find, say, a red item amongst a group of multiple yellow, orange, blue and pink items. Keeping it limited to as few hues as possible will increase the chance of information being identifiable and discernible. When working on an interactive graphic or website, you can reuse colors, even for unrelated information, by making sure it is highlighted only when the user’s cursor is over one of the items.

Use saturation and value (lightness) to differentiate related information. This will cut back on the total number of hues present. As long as the differing shades are presented in relatively close proximity and in large colored areas, it will be easy to see small color differences.

Save color for the most important information. Using color automatically creates a hierarchy of importance for information, and since those items in color are the easiest to find, keep in mind what exactly you are highlighting when choosing color. The items you want people to see more than anything else should be considered for color—for example checkout buttons, your featured work or the totals of your equations.

Map Application

The basic functionality of a map is based exclusively on the ability of the map to be correctly interpreted by, well, everyone—including people who might be from out of town, who don’t speak the native language, or who have, in fact, never actually been to a particular city before. It is also important that the map be clear, concise and properly relate to the geography of the area. And since it is easier to tell if something is red or blue, rather than a “U” or a “V,” using color is a great way to distinguish information.

For example, a subway line that has multiple trains running on the same track with different ending points could effectively be represented by different color saturation or value (lightness) levels of the same hue. The line could be more saturated, or darker, at the points where the most trains are running in the same spot, and less saturated, or lighter, as each train along the line reaches its ending point with fewer trains continuing to the next stop and beyond. This would show a gradual fading of color over the line, communicating that fewer trains run to the end of the line than at high traffic areas.

A navigational system such as this is quite complex and its clarity would rely heavily on print quality, prevention from color fading, and so on. However, with continued efficiencies in mobile technology and digital displays, and the increased use of such devices, a model like this could work reliably well.

To look at more in-depth guidelines that are purposefully strict because some color use concerns public safety, check out the NASA Color Research Lab (http://colorusage.arc.nasa.gov/).

Organizing by Color:
Interiors, Objects and Collections

With an understanding of how color can be an effective tool in organizing and communicating information, it is easy to see how color organization can be applied practically in our daily lives. From organizing space by its psychological association, books by their covers, albums by tonality and wardrobes by seasonal palettes, color can help us find a sense of symmetry and exactly what we’re looking for.

Use color in your interiors to open up space or to create visually sectioned-off areas without walls or dividers. You might be happy with your home office or craft area with its new-wave palette of bright, saturated colors that energizes your creativity. But when you live in a small place and the living room where you like to relax and zone out is located in the same space as your office, selecting a psychologically opposite palette of less saturated natural tones can really separate the space visually and mentally. This runs the risk of two rooms looking out of place next to each other from a distance, but when you’re physically in one of the spaces, the color of the opposite room across from you merely becomes an enjoyable visual piece that reminds you of the comfort that awaits you after work, or arouses your curiosity and spurs creativity for the possibilities of all your projects to come.

The Silverware Drawer Shall Hereby Be Silver

The same goes for organization of items in your space. You may like having a cohesive palette of drawers and cabinets but maybe you value being able to locate things more quickly. If so, you might consider color coding drawers and cabinets, which would also create a whole new and unusual space.

Music and Art Share the Language of Color

Color speaks a different language. It has a way of communicating a work’s underlying messages through the interpretation of a designer. More often than not, the author or musician is not the person responsible for the design and color choices for the cover of their work, but the art often does reflect the book’s or album’s tones and themes. While not true in all cases, organizing your shelves by hue could reveal a closer relationship between the work’s true character, or can at least challenge your ideas about the relationships between the books or albums now colorfully situated next to each other. If you organize your music by hue and find that your collection isn’t any closer to being organized by genre, you might find organizing by saturation or value brings darker, moodier albums closer together and farther away from those bright, poppy-colored sounds.

Color Yourself In with Fashion

Fashion is very much driven by color and patterns, and while we’re still limited by large manufacturers and designers at the moment, the emergence of more indie designers and shops all coming together on the Internet makes the market that much more sensitive and reactive to developing trends. Which means, more color choices and less “I love this shirt but the color … not so much.” Of course, having more of anything makes it that much more difficult to choose which, for what, and when. This creates a situation where an intuitive organization system is needed. Finding a system of organization that speaks to us individually is always the best idea. It is our stuff, after all. Since color helps reflect our moods and attitudes, and alludes to our desires of attraction—whether or not we want to stand out like a fishing lure to a bass in a dark pond or blend into the dark wallpaper and observe what people are really like—organizing by color can help, or at least give us a fresh perspective of our collections.

COLOR AND TECHNOLOGY

Color has helped the world transition to the digital age. It has moved us from the unwelcoming and cold, monochromatic text displays that plagued early devices to a new, highly accessible world of interactivity where color accurately represents that of the real world and beyond. These developments have helped shape the way we view and share information, making the greatest system of communication accessible to more and more people every day. And just as color has helped shape technology, technology has changed the way we view, work with, and are inspired by color. It has become available to everyone, right at the tips of our fingers.

History

Here is brief look at the history of color in visual displays and how we got from those early monochromatic flickering green screens to displays capable of producing billions of unique colors.

The 1970s gave us our first taste of home computing with text-based computers. The first home computers had a monochromatic display with two shades of either green, amber or grey. Over the next decade, the capabilities grew rapidly from 4 colors to 16 colors. Then it went to 256 colors to 65,536 colors, and finally to the current standard for computer monitors, the 24-bit (true color) display with 16.8 million colors.

Capable of producing nearly 16.8 million unique and distinct colors, 24-bit displays far surpass the estimated 10 million colors discernible by the human eye. Even though we’ve reached this level, the push for more in-depth color continues. While this might seem superfluous since we can’t really discern that many colors, it will drastically improve our capability to capture colors through digital technologies, such as cameras and scanners, and help us work with color by quickly and accurately transferring the necessary color information to printers and onto the web.

One example of color beyond 24-bit is High Dynamic Range imaging, which allows a greater dynamic range of luminance between the lightest and darkest areas of an image, giving us a more accurate capture of the range of light actually in a scene.

Color and Web Accessibility

We have quickly moved on from the 256 “web-safe” colors once suggested, and along with it, increased our ability to express and distinguish ourselves throughout our technological lives.

Even though we are capable of using every color, it isn’t always the best idea. Greater thought and practice should be focused into using the right colors in the right weights to communicate the exact message we want. Whether it is on a personal portfolio for you to introduce yourself to the world, a business site trying to reach key markets, or your collection of images in which pets are caught in human-like poses, it is important to remember that the information you’re trying to express needs to be accessible.
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Creative Commons; by Wikimedia User Darxus 
Source:http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/High_dynamic_range_imaging

There are many technical theories that include use of color in certain aspects of web design, many of which were established to follow anti-discrimination laws that exist to protect those with disabilities. That information can get pretty technical, but what it means to most of us who are interested in using color as a communication tool is that we should always keep people in mind when designing, and especially when using color.
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One example of color beyond 24-bit is High Dynamic Range imaging which allows a greater dynamic range of luminance between the lightest and darkest areas of an image, giving us a more accurate capture of the range of light actually in a scene.

Color Blindness

Color blindness is a very common condition that affects a person’s ability to discern differences between certain colors, and sometimes their ability to see color at all. This presents a particularly interesting challenge for designers, especially those who are trying to communicate to diverse populations. There are tools available online that can be used to see what the web looks like to those with varying types of color blindness. These tools might make it possible to create a pleasant palette that meets the needs of all eyes, but it certainly would be difficult. What these tools can really offer us is an eye-opening experience that can help us make decisions when it comes to the contrast (saturation and value) of our color choices.
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Screenshot from COLOURlovers.com

Color pickers allow users to select any color from the spectrum or a starting point, which can then be manipulated visually by adjusting the hue, saturation and value, as well as numerically by changing HEX, RGB and CMYK values.

It would be impossible to predict whose eyes might fall on your work and what color disabilities they might have, but there is one thing you can keep in mind to help make your work more accessible: Don’t design by hue alone. By using colors with distinguishably differing saturation and value, you give those who might not be able to see hue a better chance of figuring out your information hierarchy, finding links and finding the experience more pleasant overall.

Color Tools For All

For everyone who can get their hands on a computer with access to the Internet, a range of tools, inspiration and advice has become easily accessible. With this access it has become possible for designers and color lovers alike to be inspired by the cherry blossoms of a Japanese spring or the salt evaporation ponds of San Francisco, and translate that awe into a peaceful and soft personal retreat or a social interior filled with rich, emotive color.

Here is an overview of the types of color tools available with design software and online applications that you can use to translate your inspiration into practical designs for your living and working spaces, web or print designs and even your wardrobe and style.

Common color tools allow users to pick colors from the spectrum, create color schemes and manage color translations between different applications or for printing needs.

Here are a few different types of tools available:

Color pickers allow users to select any color from the spectrum or a starting point, which can then be manipulated visually by adjusting the hue, saturation and value, as well as numerically by changing HEX, RGB and CMYK values.

Color extraction tools like PHOTOCOPA allow the user to pull color from images. Web designs, art, nature or anything else can become a source for color inspiration. The color samples pulled from the images can then be arranged into schemes or palettes and saved.

Color palette creation tools like COPASO use the same technology as color pickers and add the ability to create schemes, themes, and palettes made up of multiple colors by giving a place to save, manipulate and adjust the colors side by side. These tools allow users to adjust widths and order and explore color harmonies and dissonances using the color theory tools.

After you have used the multiple tools available to create and save palettes, patterns and colors, you can share, transfer or translate and apply your color palette to your life.

Technology has enabled us to gain new perspectives on color. Opening the virtual world to accurate representations of natural color and beyond increases the potential of personal creation. Tools allow us to see and interact with color in new and different ways, which in turn allows us to create new theories. With all of this together we can create better systems of communication that are accessible to all, leveling information imbalances and, hopefully, creating a more colorful world.
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Screenshot from COLOURlovers.com

Color extraction tools like PHOTOCOPA allow the user to pull color from images. Web designs, art, nature or anything else can become a source for color inspiration. The color samples pulled from the images can then be arranged into schemes or palettes and saved.
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Screenshot from COLOURlovers.com

Color palette creation tools like COPASO use the same technology as color pickers and add the ability to create schemes, themes, and palettes made up of multiple colors by giving a place to save, manipulate and adjust the colors side by side. These tools allow users to adjust widths and order and explore color harmonies and dissonances using the color theory tools.
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