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PREFACE

Foundations of Color is a straightforward investigation of the 
basic principles of color theory. It introduces the defining prop-
erties of color, presents systems for organizing and relating 
colors, and examines how colors interact towards varying 
compositional effects. As a follow-up to Foundations of Design, 
this text has been written to be accessible by anyone with an 
interest in art or design. Foundations of Color strives to provide 
a conceptual framework for exploring and understanding the 
vast world of color.
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1 COLOR

Color is one of the most powerful visual forces in nature. Color 
identifies and characterizes. Color deceives. It attracts and 
repels, stimulates and calms. Color differentiates and color 
unifies. The artist and educator Johannes Itten wrote, “Each 
individual color is a universe in itself.”* This statement con-
veys the vast complexity of color and the depth of its possible 
exploration. The study of color is a lifelong endeavor, and 
anyone working in art or design should strive to become a 
conscious observer of color in his or her surroundings. This 
supports a deeper understanding of how colors are defined 
and organized, how colors relate and interact, and how color 
can influence a composition.

The first step toward understanding color is learning how we 
see color. Our perception of color is a visual experience that 

* Johannes Itten, The Elements of Color, trans. Ernst Van Hagen. (New 
York: John Wiley & Sons, 1970)..

COLOR. Robert Swain, Untitled, 10 x 50, 2014. Acrylic on birch panels, 
10 x 50 feet. © Robert Swain. Photography by Yao Zu Lu. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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begins with light. Light is a form of electromagnetic radiation 
that can be recognized by the human eye. The electromagnetic 
wavelengths we are able to see form the visible spectrum, with 
individual wavelengths of light corresponding to distinct hues 
of color (1-1). These are the hues of the rainbow, commonly 
abbreviated as ROYGBIV for red, orange, yellow, green, blue, 
indigo, and violet (1-2). Combining red and violet, the two hues 
at opposite ends of the spectrum, produces additional hues in 

Figure 1-1

Figure 1-2
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the magenta range that are outside of the visible spectrum (1-3). 
Combining all hues in the visible spectrum produces white 
light (1-4).

What we perceive as color however is not a physical property 
of light. Individual wavelengths of light are not themselves 
colored. Instead, our perception of color is a physiological 
response to a light stimulus. When certain wavelengths of light 
reach our eyes, our brain interprets that stimulus as color. In 

Figure 1-3

Figure 1-4
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most cases, light reaches our eyes indirectly. When white light 
strikes a colored surface, certain wavelengths are reflected 
and others are absorbed. Those that are reflected determine 
the color of the object. Objects that are white reflect nearly 
all wavelengths of light (1-5). Objects that are black absorb 
nearly all wavelengths of light (1-6). Objects with other colors 
selectively reflect wavelengths of light that correspond to their 
color and absorb all other wavelengths. For example, a red 
object reflects the wavelengths that correspond to the hue 

Figure 1-5

Figure 1-6
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of red and absorbs any remaining wavelengths (1-7). Light 
can also reach our eyes directly without being reflected off 
a colored surface. For example, televisions and computer 
monitors project wavelengths of light directly to our eyes, 
which we then perceive as color. Whether light reaches our 
eyes directly or indirectly, it is the combination of wavelengths 
that determines the color we perceive.

An individual’s response to color is a unique experience based 
on a number of factors. Associations from the natural world, 
cultural traditions, and fashion trends blend with personal expe-
rience and preference to shape our experience of color. Color 
communicates on many different levels. Intellectually, color 
conveys information and ideas. It identifies, distinguishes, and 
has symbolic meaning. Emotionally, color expresses feeling 
and creates mood. It can recall strong memories and associa-
tions. Physiologically, color directly affects our behavior. It can 
excite and stimulate, or calm and soothe. Our interpretation of 
color is a complex and multifaceted experience.

Figure 1-7
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2 HUE

Every color in existence is defined by the properties of hue, 
value, and saturation. Individual colors can be pinpointed 
through the unique combination of these three properties. 
Each defining property is independent from one another and 
their combination yields a specific color.

Hue is the first defining property of color. It is the name of 
a color in its purest state. When we describe a color as red, 
orange, yellow, green, blue, or violet, we are referring to the 
hue of that color (2-1). These basic terms can be combined 
to create intermediate descriptions such as red-orange or 
blue-violet. 

VARIATION IN HUE. Dion Johnson, Twist, 2013. Acrylic on canvas, 
60 x 80 inches. © Dion Johnson. Courtesy of the artist and Western 
Project, Los Angeles.
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The concept of hue is often confused with the broader concept 
of color, with the terms being used incorrectly as synonyms. 
Hue is a single property of color, while color is a combination of 
three different properties. For example, pink and maroon both 
share the hue of red but are unique colors due to differences 
in value and saturation.

While our response to color is personal and shaped by past 
experience, each hue also has innate characteristics based 
on its appearance in the natural world and its association with 
cultural conventions. Red is stimulating, the color of blood and 
intense heat. Red symbolizes both love and anger. Orange is 
the color of the sun, energetic and cheerful. Orange also de-
notes warning and danger. Yellow is bright, the color of daylight 
and gold. Yellow symbolizes both hope and fear. Green is the 
color of nature, signifying growth and renewal. Green is also 
associated with envy, jealousy, and sickness. Blue is peaceful, 
the color of the sky and the ocean. Blue also expresses cold 
and sadness. Violet is rare in nature and mysterious. Violet is 
the color of luxury and royalty.

Figure 2-1
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WARM HUES. Yunhee Min, Into the Sun #5, 2013. Acrylic on canvas, 
60 x 60 inches. © Yunhee Min. Photography by Robert Wedemeyer. 
Courtesy of the artist and Susanne Vielmetter Los Angeles Projects.

Figure 2-2
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Another way to describe hue is through temperature. Hues 
such as red, orange, and yellow are associated with sunlight 
and fire and considered warm (2-2). Hues such as green and 
blue are associated with foliage, water, and snow and con-
sidered cool (2-3). Warm hues are generally more active and 
aggressive, while cool hues tend to be passive and calm.

Figure 2-3

COOL HUES. Petra Cortright, Cold Landscape, 2005. JPEG image, 
1600 x 1200 px. © Petra Cortright. Courtesy of the artist.
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It is common to classify red-orange as the warmest hue and 
blue-green as the coolest hue (2-4). As a hue increases in sim-
ilarity to red-orange, it becomes warmer in temperature (2-5). 
As a hue increases in similarity to blue-green, it becomes 
cooler in temperature (2-6). The temperature of a hue can 
also be ambiguous with no tendency towards warm or cool. 
Yellow-green and violet are good examples of hues with 
ambiguous temperatures (2-7). In addition, the perceived 

Figure 2-4

Figure 2-5
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temperature of a hue is a relative experience. The same 
hue may appear cooler when compared to a warm hue, and 
warmer when compared to a cool hue.

Figure 2-6

Figure 2-7
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