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Old Masters’ Color 

Light and color were precious to the old masters. Artists 
didn’t have hundreds of available pigments, as we do today. 
Paint samples scraped from the edges of Vermeer’s artwork 
show that he used no more than seventeen pigments. 
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The Academic Tradition 









The Hudson River School 

The otherworldly paintings of the Hudson River School 
painters owe a great deal to their use of light, which often 
seemed to emanate from within the picture itself Careful 
studies made out-of-doors were synthesized into spectacular 
studio compositions. 





Plein-Air Movements 





Symbolist Dreams 

The symbolist painters used light and color to create images 
that stirred the imagination and evoked strange states of 
mind. They were interested in ideals of beauty often inter¬ 
mingled with an obsession with tragedy and despair. 





Magazine Illustration 







Sources of Light 



Direct Sunlight 
A clear, sunny day has three different systems of illumina¬ 
tion: the sun itself, the blue sky, and the reflected light from 
illuminated objects. The second two sources of light derive 
entirely from the first, and should be subordinated to it. 





Overcast Light 
Most people like sunny, cloudless days, but artists and 
photographers often prefer the soft illumination of a cloud- 
covered sky. The layer of clouds dilfuses the sunlight, elimi¬ 
nating the extreme contrasts of light and shadow. 
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Window Light 
Interior scenes in daylight are often lit by the soft light that 
enters the room through windows or open doors. This light 
has traditionally been popular with artists because of its 
constancy and its simplifying effect. 
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Indoor Electric Light 

The most common indoor lights are incandescent and 
fluorescent. To paint their effects, you have to keep in mind 
three qualities: relative brightness, hardness or softness, and 





Streetlights and Night Conditions 

Before outdoor electric light was developed in the late 
nineteenth century, there were two colors of light at night: 
moonlight, which appears blue or gray, and orange flame- 
based light. As electric Ughting developed, new colors entered 
the nightscape. 





Luminescence 

When hot or flaming objects give off light it’s called 
incandescence. But some things give off a glow at cool 
temperatures through a process called luminescence. This 
light can come from both living and nonliving things. 











Light and Form 







Separation of Light and Shadow 

In sunlight the light side and the dark side of the form can be 
separated by as many as five steps of the tonal scale. Just as 
musicians are always conscious of intervals between notes, 
artists must be aware of maintaining consistent tonal intervals. 













Occlusion Shadows 
Dark accents occur at places where forms come close enough 
to each other to crowd out the light, leaving a small, dense 
area of shadow. They’re commonly seen where materials push 
together in folds or at points of contact with the ground. 









Frontal Lighting 





















Spotlighting 

In theatrical illumination, the light is almost never 
completely uniform. Less important areas of the stage fall 
into shadow, while the spotlight rivets the attention of the 
audience on the most important part of the action. 











Elements of Color 







Chroma and Value 
Whenever you paint directly from observation, you have to 
translate the wide range of tones that meet your eye. The 
colors on the palette often can’t match the wide range of 





Local Color 

appears close up in white light. If you held up a matching 
paint swatch right against it, that swatch would be the local 

object will usually be different. 





Grays and Neutrals 

Grays or neutrals are the opposite of intense colors. We some¬ 
times associate grays with blandness or dullness, but they are 
actually an artist’s best friend. More paintings fail because of 
too much intense color rather than too much gray. 





The Green Problem 





Gradation 

Like a glissando in music, a color gradation transitions 
smoothly from one note to another. The shift can occur from 
one hue to another, or from a light color to a dark color, or 
from a dull color to a saturated one. 





Tints 

Adding white to a color raises it to a tint or a “pastel” color. 
This quality of lightening is typical of distant hues on a hazy 
day. Mural painting typically succeeds best with paler ranges 









The Search for Pigments 
For thousands of years, people have scoured the earth looking 
for brightly colored materials to make into paint. Most intense 
colors in plants and animals fade immediately. An ideal 
pigment must be permanent, plentiful, and nonpoisonous. 
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Charting Pigments 









Warm Underpainting 













Paint and Pigments 

Palette Arrangements 







The Mud Debate 

Is there such a thing as a muddy color? There are two different 
schools of thought on this issue, with great painters and 
teachers on both sides of the fence. Try both ideas on for size 
and see which yields the best results for you. 











Monochromatic Schemes 

A monochromatic color scheme is composed of any single 
hue taken through a range of value or chroma. There is a 
long tradition for artwork made only in grayish, brownish, 



Warm and Cool 
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Mixing Color Strings 

A color string is a group of prepared paint blobs of a given hue 
mixed with a palette knife in a set of steps from light to dark 
values. A big advantage of premixing color strings is that it 
saves time when you’re painting observationally. 



Gamut Mapping 







Creating Gamut Masks 
If you can describe a color scheme by drawing the gamut 
shape on top of a color wheel, why not cut a mask of that 
shape out of a separate piece of paper or plastic? Then you 
can slide it around on top of the color wheel to generate 
new schemes. 





Shapes of Color Schemes 

Each of the gamut maps we’ve seen describes a polygonal 
shape. That shape might be a triangle, a diamond, or a 
square. It might include colors from only one side of the 
color wheel, or it might span a wide range of colors. 
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Mixing a Controlled Gamut 

Once you have chosen a gamut, you can mix strings of the 
colors defined by it. These strings become the source colors 
for the entire painting. The method guarantees that you stay 
within your gamut and make the most of it. 
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Color Scripting 







Visual Perception 



A World without Color 





Is Moonlight Blue? 

According to a recent scientific hypothesis, moonlight isn’t 
really blue. It’s actually slightly reddish. It just looks blue 

















Adaptation and Contrast 

When we look at a scene, the experienee of one color affects 
the way we perceive other colors. This happens both two- 
dimensionally, as flat colors influence each other, and in the 
3-D realm as well. 



Appetizing and Healing Colors 

Can certain colors—or certain groupings of colors— 
promote well-being, or even healing? Do certain colors 
stimulate the appetite? According to Carl Jung, “Colors 
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Transmitted Light 



Surfaces and Effects 





Subsurface Scattering 

Light enters the skin or any translucent material and spreads 
out beneath the surface, creating an unmistakable glow. 
Subsurface scattering affects forms with depth and volume, 
such as a person’s ear, a glass of milk, or a piece of fruit. 

















Specular Reflections 

An object with a shiny surface is like a mirror. It reflects an 
image of whatever is around it. The hood of a car reflects the 
pattern of tree branches above it, while a chrome hubcap will 
reflect the road and the sky. 

























Sky Blue 
The sky is not a flat, even blue. There are two overlapping 
systems of color gradations in a daytime sky. One system, 
“solar glare,” is governed by the proximity to the sun. The other, 
“horizon glow,” depends on the angle above the horizon. 





Atmospheric Perspective 
Atmospheric perspective refers to the way the appearance 
of objects changes as they are viewed at a distance through 
layers of illuminated air. The bold colors of the foreground 
gradually transform until they match the sky. 
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Reverse Atmospheric Perspective 
The general guideline of atmospheric perspective is “warm 
colors advance, and cool colors recede.” But in wonderful, 
rare instances, the rule is reversed, and the entire scene gets 
warmer as it goes back. 









Sunsets 





Fog, Mist, Smoke, Dust 









Skyholes and Foliage 
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Sunbeams and Shadowbeams 













Illuminated Foreground 

Instead of casting the foreground in shadow, as is the common 
practice in European and American painting, another approach 
is to put the immediate foreground in light, load it with detail, 
and then throw the middle distance into shadow. 













Mountain Streams 
Mountain streams behave differently than lowland streams 
and lakes. The water is usually clearer, and it moves with ve¬ 
locity and turbulence over the rocky stream bottom, forming 
rapids, ripples, eddies, and haystacks. 













light’s Changing Show 

Serial Painting 
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