
Colour 

In many styles and periods of painting, the functions of colour are primarily decorative and 

descriptive, often serving merely to reinforce the expression of an idea or subject 

communicated essentially in terms of line and tone. In much of modern painting, however, 

the full-spectrum range of pigments available has allowed colour to be the primary expressive 

element. 

The principal dimensions of colour in painting are the variables or attributes of hue, tone, 

and intensity. Red, yellow, and blue are the basic hues from which all others on the chromatic 

scale can be made by mixtures. These three opaque hues are the 

subtractive pigment primaries and should not be confused with the behaviour of the additive 

triads and mixtures of transparent, coloured light. Mixtures of primary pairs produce the 

secondary hues of orange, violet, and green. By increasing the amount of one primary in each 

of these mixtures, the tertiary colours of yellow-orange, orange-red, red-violet, violet-blue, 

blue-green, and green-yellow, respectively, are made. The primary colours, with their basic 

secondary and tertiary mixtures, can be usefully notated as the 12 segments of a circle. The 

secondary and tertiary colour segments between a pair of parent primaries can then be seen to 

share a harmonious family relationship with one another—the yellow-orange, orange, and 

orange-red hues that lie between yellow and red, for example. 

 

 

 

Local hues are the inherent and associative colours of things. In everyday life, familiar things 

are described by particular colours, and these often are identified by reference to familiar 

things; the green of grass and the grass green of paint, for instance. Although, as the 

Impressionists demonstrated, the inherent colours of forms in the real world are usually 

changed by effects of light and atmosphere, many of the great “primitive” and classical styles 

of representational painting are expressed in terms of local hues. 

Tone is a colour’s relative degree, or value, of lightness or darkness. The tonal pattern of a 

painting is shown in a monochrome reproduction. A painting dominated by dark colours, 

such as a Rembrandt, is in a low tonal key, while one painted in the pale range of a 

late Claude Monet is said to be high keyed. The tonal range of pigments is too narrow for the 
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painter to be able to match the brightest lights and deepest darks of nature. Therefore, in order 

to express effects of illumination and dense shadow, he must lower the overall tonal key of 

his design, thus intensifying the brightness value of his lightest pigment colours. 

The Greco-Roman, Renaissance, and Neoclassical method of representing volume and space 

in painting was by a system of notated tonal values, the direction of each plane in the design 

being indicated by a particular degree of lightness or darkness. Each tonal value was 

determined by the angle at which a plane was meant to appear to turn away from an 

imaginary source of light. The tonal modeling, or shading, of forms was often first completed 

in a monochrome underpainting. This was then coloured with transparent washes of local 

hues, a technique similar to that of colour tinting a black-and-white photograph. 

 

Each hue has an intrinsic tonal value in relation to others on the chromatic scale; orange is 

inherently lighter than red, for instance, and violet is darker than green. Any reversal of this 

natural tonal order creates a colour discord. An optical shock is therefore produced when 

orange is juxtaposed with pink (a lighter tone of red) or pale violet is placed against dark 

green. Such contrasts as these are deliberately created in paintings for the purpose of 

achieving these dramatic and disturbing effects. 

The intensity of a colour is its degree of purity or hue saturation. The colour of a geranium, 

therefore, is said to be more intense, more highly saturated with pure orange-red than is 

mahogany. The pigment vermilion is orange-red at maximum intensity; the brown earth 

pigment burnt sienna is grayer and has a lower degree of orange-red saturation. 

Intense hues are termed chromatic colours. The achromatic range is made up of hues reduced 

in intensity by the addition of white, making the tints, or pastel colours, such as cream and 

pink; or of black, producing the shades, or earth colours, such as mustard and moss green; or 

of both white and black, creating the neutralized hues, or colour-tinged grays, such as 

oatmeal and charcoal. 

An achromatic colour will seem more intense if it is surrounded by neutralized hues or 

juxtaposed with its complementary colour. Complementaries are colour opposites. The 

complementary colour to one of the primary hues is the mixture of the other two; the 

complementary to red pigment, for example, is green—that is, blue mixed with yellow. The 

colour wheel shows that the tertiaries also have their colour opposites, the complementary to 

orange-red, for instance, being blue-green. Under clear light the complementary to any 

chroma, shade, or tint can be seen if one “fixates,” or stares at, one colour intently for a few 

seconds then looks at a neutral, preferably white, surface. The colour afterimage will appear 

to glow on the neutral surface. Mutual enhancement of colour intensity results 

from juxtaposing a complementary pair, red becoming more intensely red, for instance, and 
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green more fiercely green when these are contiguous than either would appear if surrounded 

by harmonious hues. The 19th-century physicist Michel-Eugène Chevreul referred to this 

mutual exaltation of opposites as the law of simultaneous contrast. Chevreul’s second law, 

of successive contrast, referred to the optical sensation that a complementary colour halo 

appears gradually to surround an intense hue. This complementary glow is superimposed on 

surrounding weaker colours, a gray becoming greenish when juxtaposed with red, reddish in 

close relationship with green, yellowish against violet, and so on. 

 

Hues containing a high proportion of blue (the violet to green range) appear cooler than those 

with a high content of yellow or red (the green-yellow to red-violet range). This difference in 

the temperature of hues in a particular painting is, of course, relative to the range 

and juxtaposition of colours in the design. A green will appear cool if surrounded by intense 

yellow, while it will seem warm against blue-green. The optical tendency for warm colours to 

advance before cold had been long exploited by European and Asian painters as a method of 

suggesting spatial depth. Changes in temperature and intensity can be observed in the 

atmospheric effects of nature, where the colours of distant forms become cooler, grayer, and 

bluish, while foreground planes and features appear more intense and usually warmer in 

colour. 

 

The apparent changes in a hue as it passes through zones of different colour has enabled 

painters in many periods to create the illusion of having employed a wide range of pigment 

hues with, in fact, the use of very few. And, although painters had applied many of the optical 

principles of colour behaviour intuitively in the past, the publication of research findings by 

Chevreul and others stimulated the Neo-Impressionists and Post-Impressionists and the 

later Orphist and Op art painters to extend systematically the expressive possibilities of these 

principles in order to create illusions of volume and space and vibrating sensations of light 

and movement. Paul Cézanne, for example, demonstrated that subtle changes in the surface 

of a form and in its spatial relationship to others could be expressed primarily in facets of 
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colour, modulated by varying degrees of tone, intensity, and temperature and by the 

introduction of complementary colour accents. 

While the often complex religious and cultural colour symbologies may be understood by 

very few, the emotional response to certain colour combinations appears to be almost 

universal. Optical harmonies and discords seem to affect everyone in the same way, if in 

varying degrees. Thus, an image repeated in different schemes of colour will express a 

different mood in each change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Texture 

Pointillism (a term given to the Neo-Impressionist system of representing the shimmer of 

atmospheric light with spots of coloured pigment) produced an overall granular texture. As an 

element of design, texture includes all areas of a painting enriched or animated by vibrating 

patterns of lines, shapes, tones, and colours, in addition to the tactile textures created by the 

plastic qualities of certain mediums. Decorative textures may be of geometrical repeat 

patterns, as in much of Indian, Islamic, and medieval European painting and other art, or of 

representations of patterns in nature, such as scattered leaves, falling snow, and flights of 

birds. 
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Volume and space 

The perceptual and conceptual methods of representing volume and space on the flat surface 

of a painting are related to the two levels of understanding spatial relationships in everyday 

life. 

Perceptual space is the view of things at a particular time and from a fixed position. This is 

the stationary window view recorded by the camera and represented in the later periods of 

ancient Greek and Roman paintings and in most Western schools of painting since 

the Renaissance. Illusions of perceptual space are generally created by use of the linear 

perspectival system, based on the observations that objects appear to the eye to shrink and 

parallel lines and planes to converge as they approach the horizon, or viewer’s eye level. 

Young children and untrained artists, however, do not understand space in this way and 

represent it conceptually. Their paintings, therefore, show objects and surroundings 

independently of one another and from the views that best present their most characteristic 

features. The notion of scale in their pictures is also subjective, the relative size of things 

being decided by the artist either by their degree of emotional significance for him or by their 

narrative importance in the picture (interest perspective). 

The conceptual, polydimensional representation of space has been used at some period in 

most cultures. In much of ancient Egyptian and Cretan painting, for example, the head and 

legs of a figure were shown in profile, but the eye and torso were drawn frontally. And in 

Indian, Islamic, and pre-Renaissance European painting, vertical forms and surfaces were 

represented by their most informative elevation view (as if seen from ground level), while the 

horizontal planes on which they stood were shown in isometric plan (as if viewed from 

above). This system produces the overall effect that objects and their surroundings have been 

compressed within a shallow space behind the picture plane. 

By the end of the 19th century Cézanne had flattened the conventional Renaissance picture 

space, tilting horizontal planes so that they appeared to push vertical forms and surfaces 

forward from the picture plane and toward the spectator. This illusion of the picture surface 

as an integrated structure in projecting low relief was developed further in the early 20th 

century by the Cubists. The conceptual, rotary perspective of a Cubist painting shows not 

only the components of things from different viewpoints but presents every plane of an object 

and its immediate surroundings simultaneously. This gives the composite impression of 

things in space that is gained by having examined their surfaces and construction from every 

angle. 

In modern painting, both conceptual and perceptual methods of representing space are often 

combined. And, where the orbital movement of forms—which has been a basic element in 

European design since the Renaissance—was intended to hold the spectator’s attention within 

the frame, the expanding picture space in late 20th- and early 21st-century mural-size abstract 

paintings directs the eye outward to the surrounding wall, and their shapes and colours seem 

about to invade the observer’s own territory. 
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Time and movement 

Time and movement in painting are not restricted to representations of physical energy, but 

they are elements of all design. Part of the viewer’s full experience of a great painting is to 

allow the arrangement of lines, shapes, and accents of tone or colour to guide the eye across 

the picture surface at controlled tempos and rhythmic directions. These arrangements 

contribute overall to the expression of a particular mood, vision, and idea. 

Centuries before cinematography, painters attempted to produce kinetic sensations on a flat 

surface. A mural of 2000 BCE in an Egyptian tomb at Beni Hasan, for instance, is designed as 

a continuous strip sequence of wrestling holds and throws, so accurately articulated and 

notated that it might be photographed as an animated film cartoon. The gradual unrolling of a 

12th-century Japanese hand scroll produces the visual sensation of a helicopter flight along a 

river valley, while the experience of walking to the end of a long, processional Renaissance 

mural by Andrea Mantegna or Benozzo Gozzoli is similar to that of having witnessed a 

passing pageant as a standing spectator. 

In the Eastern and Western narrative convention of continuous representation, various 

incidents in a story were depicted together within one design, the chief characters in 

the drama easily identified as they reappeared in different situations and settings throughout 

the painting. In Byzantine murals and in Indian and medieval manuscript paintings, narrative 

sequences were depicted in grid patterns, each “compartment” of the design representing a 

visual chapter in a religious story or a mythological or historical epic. 

The Cubists aimed to give the viewer the time experience of moving around static forms in 

order to examine their volume and structure and their relationships to the space surrounding 

them. In paintings such as Nude Descending a Staircase, Girl Running on a Balcony, 

and Dog on Leash, Marcel Duchamp and Giacomo Balla combined the Cubist technique of 

projected, interlocking planes with the superimposed time-motion sequences of 

cinematography. This technique enabled the artists to analyze the structural mechanics of 

forms, which are represented as moving in space past the viewer. 

 

 

Principles of design 

Because painting is a two-dimensional art, the flat pattern of lines and shapes is an important 

aspect of design, even for those painters concerned with creating illusions of great depth. 

And, since any mark made on the painting surface can be perceived as a spatial statement—

for it rests upon it—there are also qualities of three-dimensional design in paintings 

composed primarily of flat shapes. Shapes in a painting, therefore, may be balanced with one 

another as units of a flat pattern and considered at the same time as components in a spatial 

design, balanced one behind another. A symmetrical balance of tone and colour masses of 

equal weight creates a serene and sometimes monumental design, while a 

more dynamic effect is created by an asymmetrical balance. 
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Geometrical shapes and masses are often the basic units in the design of both “flat patterns,” 

such as Byzantine and Islamic paintings, and “sculptural compositions,” such as Baroque and 

Neoclassical figure tableaux. The flat, overlapping squares, circles, and triangles that create 

the pattern of a Romanesque mural, for example, become the interlocking cubic, spherical, 

and pyramidal components that enclose the grouped figures and surrounding features in a 

Renaissance or a Neoclassical composition. 

 

 

An emphasis upon the proportion of the parts to the whole is a characteristic of Classical 

styles of painting. The Golden Mean, or Section, has been used as an ideal proportion on 

which to base the framework of lines and shapes in the design of a painting. The Renaissance 

mathematician Lucas Pacioli defined this aesthetically satisfying ratio as the division of a line 

so that the shorter part is to the longer as the longer is to the whole (approximately 8 to 13). 

His treatise (Divina proportione) influenced Leonardo da Vinci and Albrecht Dürer. The 

Neo-Impressionists Georges Seurat and Paul Signac based the linear pattern of many of 

their compositions upon the principle of this “divine proportion.” Golden Mean proportions 

can be discovered in the design of many other styles of painting, although often they may 

have been created more by intuitive judgment than by calculated measurement. 
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anticipation of an event or by an unexpected change in the order of things. Optical and 

psychological tensions occur in passages of a design, therefore, when lines or shapes almost 

touch or seem about to collide, when a harmonious colour progression is interrupted by a 

sudden discord, or when an asymmetrical balance of lines, shapes, tones, or colours is barely 

held. 

Contrasts in line, shape, tone, and colour create vitality; rectilinear shapes played against 

curvilinear, for instance, or warm colours against cool. Or a painting may be composed in 

contrasted overall patterns, superimposed in counterpoint to one another—a colour scheme 

laid across contrasting patterns of lines and tones, for example. 

Techniques And Methods 

Whether a painting reached completion by careful stages or was executed directly by a hit-or-

miss alla prima method (in which pigments are laid on in a single application) was once 

largely determined by the ideals and established techniques of its cultural tradition. For 

example, the medieval European illuminator’s painstaking procedure, by which a complex 

linear pattern was gradually enriched with gold leaf and precious pigments, was 

contemporary with the Song Chinese Chan (Zen) practice of immediate, 

calligraphic brush painting, following a contemplative period of spiritual self-preparation. 

More recently, the artist has decided the technique and working method best suited to his 

aims and temperament. In France in the 1880s, for instance, Seurat might be working in his 

studio on drawings, tone studies, and colour schemes in preparation for a large composition at 

the same time that, outdoors, Monet was endeavouring to capture the effects of afternoon 

light and atmosphere, while Cézanne analyzed the structure of the mountain Sainte-Victoire 

with deliberated brush strokes, laid as irrevocably as mosaic tesserae (small pieces, such as 

marble or tile). 
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