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INTRODUCTION


Color in photography inspires more opinion and argument than does any other image quality, for two reasons. One is that, as I’ll show throughout this book, color is in the mind, not in the world in front of our eyes, which just has measurable wavelengths. We judge color only once those wavelengths have been processed at the back of our brains, and we very much do judge. Color triggers likes and dislikes just by itself, and as with all matters of taste it’s personal, so there are plenty of differences. The second reason is that most people don’t have the faintest idea of what color is about or how it works, and that kind of ignorance is a perfect breeding ground for opinionating.


Given that color happens in the mind, you might think that this relieves any need for hard science, and we can have a comfortable, if slightly vague, time just talking about the aesthetics of color. Far from it, I’m afraid. It’s the science that’s responsible for getting colors in the world to look the way we think they should, into our cameras and onto our screens and prints. It’s also the science that inspires the ways in which we can think and talk about color. Unfortunately, the science is still not fully resolved, and there are different opinions and approaches even among those studying it. I’ll try to make this as simple and as practical as possible, staying focused on what our needs are as photographers (rather than color scientists).


As for aesthetics, that’s too often used as an excuse for not thinking clearly about what is going on in a picture and the effect it has on us, the audience. In fact, aesthetics can be, and to my mind should be, analytical. Here in the world of color in photography, it’s simply not enough to say ‘that’s nice’ or ‘this doesn’t work’, however tempting that may be. We need reasons, not lazy opinion, and reasons do certainly exist, as we’ll see.


Color in photography is now so utterly normal and commonplace that for most people taking pictures (that inevitably means on phone cameras), it doesn’t even merit the name. It’s just a part of what a photograph is. This hasn’t always been so. I’m not talking about the historical challenge of getting it to work in the first place, because that has no effect on how we shoot now. Rather, the way in which color overtook black and white, and the timing, created some prejudices and disputes that haven’t yet played out. The mass production of color film coincided with the means to use it in mass media – print, that is – and that meant it was first heavily used in advertising and editorial magazine features. It was popular, in other words, and for the photography art establishment of those times, it was therefore tainted. The polarisation of how color photography ‘ought’ to look began in the 1970s, which is a long time ago for such a fast-moving creative medium – half a century, for heaven’s sake – but it has persisted until now. In photography, the art world and the popular world continue to differ on color more than on probably any other aspect. Color in photography is very much an active topic – and disputatious.





CHAPTER 1



COLOR FORWARD


Maximizing the color means inevitably taking down some of the other ingredients of a picture, and the most likely candidates are subject matter and moment. Putting this another way, and a little simplistically, the normal concerns of photography are interesting things happening, or simply being, in front of the camera, and these are what normally attract attention. This is called salience, which I introduced back in the first book, Michael Freeman on… Composition, and as eye-tracking tests show time and again, people, faces and other clearly defined things take centre stage in photographs, particularly if they’re in action and interaction.


Now, color can contribute to this, or it can replace it, and while I’ll be dealing with both directions in this book, the second is arguably more interesting – and elusive. I can do worse here than invoke the work of the Austrian-American Ernst Haas, member of Magnum, and in the 1960s and 1970s the most famous color photographer of his time. He did both. His preferred medium was Kodachrome, and he was especially skilful at coaxing the richness out of it, especially the reds and yellows that it was known for. As a commercial and advertising photographer he brought strength of color to such campaigns as Marlboro Man (he was the first photographer), composing rich hues to direct attention. At the same time, however, he built up a personal collection of color photography that variously used abstraction, creative framing, selective focus and slow motion to make imagery that was, in his words, ‘less descriptive, more creative; less informative, more suggestive – less prose, more poetry’. All by observation, ‘without touching my subject’.1


That will do pretty well as a manifesto for anyone drawn to color-forward shooting. This is generally about being a colorist photographer, which is a description I’m fairly sure will infuriate some photographers, even those who are called that. The argument is that judging color, working with it, making pictures that are more about it than anything else, demands a skill that not everyone has. Not everyone even wants it. Henri Cartier-Bresson, whose opinions were always worth listening to, thought it a ‘complex new element’ that could ‘prejudice the achievement of the life and movement which is often caught by black and white’. Ian Berry, another Magnum photographer and one-time president of the agency, had no interest in it, and once told me that even though the demands of magazines meant that he had often to shoot color film, he still treated it like black and white. Colorist photographers have often not been particularly articulate about their approach, and it is indeed hard to pin down the methods and styles that will elevate pure color to being the most important ingredient. Hard but not impossible, as I intend to show.
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JUST THE COLOR


As I mentioned in my other books, there are about a dozen ingredients that go into the making of a photograph, and they vary wildly from shot to shot.


The pie chart (right, above) shows them evenly divided, but in this book we’re interested in when the color ingredient dominates. This is always a mixture of opportunity (interesting color in front of the camera) and personal taste. Not everyone finds color fascinating. There are also photographers who enjoy color in some contexts but commit to black and white in other work. But then, there are photographers who find certain color effects, palettes and combinations their own justification for shooting.


There are also scenes and situations that could play either way, and the main example here is one of these. You too might be in more or less of a mood to explore color for color’s sake, depending on the day and the time. In this case, I had been invited to a funeral in a Yi ethnic minority village in the mountains above Lijiang, southwest China. As a photojournalist, my main interest was in how the proceedings played out, with emotions on display and all the delicacies involved in being a stranger present at an intimate rite of passage. Most of the shooting followed this narrative, observing moments and details, such as an aside in which a grandmother adjusts the dress of one of the younger women, who hardly wear traditional attire anymore.
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Viewed as a purely color interaction, it becomes an abstract of geometric color fragments popping out of black.
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An older Yi woman adjusts the dress of a young woman at the funeral of an elder in southwest China.





Yet at the same time, the traditional dress of the Yi women was graphically striking: large headdresses covered in black velvet and vivid patches of geometric patterns in the skirts and hems. I could see the possibilities of a graphic shot in which fragments of color popped out from a rich black background, and for the picture (left) I stepped aside from the reportage to work on a single shot which would be simply about color.


There are practical differences between shooting normally and shooting for just the color. Normal is a broad term, but is typically driven by clear subjects, scenes and events. Making color the subject takes away the usual undercurrent of documenting what’s in front of the camera, which in a sense frees up the photographer to go exploring and experimenting. It also increases the risk of ending up with a meaningless image, because if the color composition doesn’t work, there’s nothing tangible to fall back on. Most viewers expect a strong image to be ‘about’ something, so it definitely helps if there remains some inherent subject interest as well. In the case of this shot, the fact that this is a traditional minority dress, rarely seen these days, keeps it grounded.


A major shooting difference here was that there was less urgency, because I temporarily stopped looking for expressions, actions and other things critical to the idea of moment. Most of the day was spent staying alert to just such moments, and this picture was a distinct break from that.
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The 12 ingredients that go into making a photograph. In any one image they are almost always in varied proportions.
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The same 12 ingredients apportioned for the main picture here, with color dominating. Composition and viewpoint were also important, but the equipment, light and moment mattered very little.
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PLEASURE FROM COLOR


The ultimate driving force behind colorist photography is the simple fact that many people enjoy the sensation of color. That’s not quite so obvious as it may sound.


The same strength and variety of likes and dislikes don’t apply to image qualities such as light and composition. You might have to coax a reaction out of someone to either of those, but just about everyone seems to have an instant and easy opinion on a color scheme or combination. Entire consumer industries (house paint, lipstick, nail varnish) depend on it. In a sense, this makes color a little like music. They both have a direct sensory appeal that bypasses thinking. Of course, if you want to make music, or color, you have to know a lot more.


Whatever the reasons for this, under-researched and beyond the scope of this book, it provides justification for shooting color for its own sake, irrespective of the subject and action unfolding in front of the camera. This is not a universally held view – it gets short shrift on a news desk – but ever since the photographers of the 1950s and 1960s such as Ernst Haas, Saul Leiter and Helen Levitt (notably all in New York) began experimenting with color palettes and color washes, it became more generally accepted. Other photographers picked up the theme, such as William Eggleston, Harry Gruyaert and Gueorgui Pinkhassov, and what they were all doing was disregarding the accepted subjects worthy of the camera’s attention, and looking instead for interesting ways in which colors could fall into the frame. Colors became ‘objects’ in their own right, and if that doesn’t seem so remarkable these days, it was quite radical then. Pinkhassov wrote, ‘At some point I became more fascinated by the magic of photography than by its content. Or rather, the magic itself became the content. The metaphysics of pattern replaced the physics of content.’


Of course, not everyone gets the same pleasure from color, or pleasure from the same color. It’s slippery. The very uncertainty of color’s appeal leads to polar differences in opinion. The so-called New Color movement in America in the 1970s rejected the easy commercial appeal of color up to that point and sought to replace it with a more sophisticated aesthetic. In reality, much of what William Eggleston, the new champion, did had already been done by Ernst Haas, including celebrating intensity of color and printing with the dye-transfer process. Pinkhassov again about a particularly colorful picture that he recently posted: ‘I know my group of connoisseurs and what they require of me. I cannot exclude the possibility that the most demanding of them will turn away: they’d say it’s kitsch, too beautiful. Is it kitsch? – you may ask. Is it kitsch? – I ask myself. Where is the borderline and what is it? Triviality, sweetness, glamour, an easy route, the desire to please?’
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Color is so subjective that it’s virtually impossible to show examples that everyone will like, but this highly colorful, clean shot of a Maldivian woman cycling past a brightly painted wall has broad appeal, pairing saturated hues around her black abaya, which functions as a key or anchor.
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While this shot of workers sorting a tera harvest in Guangdong, China, was taken on reportage assignment for its content, the unexpected and slightly garish counterpoint of pink against green makes it as much about color as about what’s happening.









THE SUNSET SYNDROME


Given a clear view and at least a few minutes of free time to watch it, a ‘good’ sunset or sunrise reliably attracts people. This despite the fact that it happens every day of our lives, and needs only clear weather to see it.


Yes, it’s associated with holidays when we’re not busy with anything, and beaches because there’s a clear view of the horizon, but even so, sunsets give pleasure, which is why it belongs here, directly after the preceding pages. It’s the exemplar of pleasure from color. If we ignore the copycat effect in which one person on the beach shooting the sunset (with or without heart-shaped hands framing it) triggers others to do the same, it still catches attention.


At the same time, it attracts scorn in critical and curatorial circles for being populist and shallow, but you might be surprised how many painters and photographers of note have made sunset images. Among photographers, Ernst Haas and Steve McCurry naturally, but also, perhaps less expectedly, William Eggleston (you thought he was above that?), Nadav Kander, Mario Testino and David Alan Harvey. More or less everyone, in fact. Before them, in painting, there was J.M.W. Turner, Claude Monet, Edgar Degas, Henri Matisse and Rembrandt (yes, really). That list goes on, too. If that doesn’t reassure you for sometimes having lapsed into a sunset moment, here’s Mahatma Gandhi, no less: ‘When I admire the wonders of a sunset or the beauty of the moon, my soul expands in the worship of the creator.’


Photography is strongly intertwined with sunsets and sunrises because, apart from the color, there’s the attraction of the moment. It’s a fleeting moment. Visually, sunsets move quickly, and that triggers one of the essential appeals of photography – capturing that moment in an attempt to preserve it and not let it slip away. The challenge for photography (and that short list above of otherwise serious photographers indulging in it surely convinces that there is a challenge) is to be surprising. The typical color range, shown in the hue bar (left), doesn’t really cut it if you want to be taken seriously. Finding ways around cliché calls for more effort than usual in viewpoint, anticipation, framing and composition, but ultimately a ‘good’ sunset shot depends on what’s being offered. That’s simply not predictable, which makes the situation a perfect challenge for photography – a high failure rate and the need to work very quickly and accurately.


At the heart lies the color palette. I’ve plotted the range from which it can be drawn (see left), and these are just the sky colors. Other surfaces that reflect, from glass to rock to water, add even more possibilities. Air quality, particles and clouds all play their part, and with the typical limited range to improve on aesthetically, the challenge is worthwhile. There are six sunsets/sunrise images in this book: here and here and here.
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Assembled from a databank of over a hundred sunset and sunrise shots, this square shows the range possible, plotting saturation against hue.
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Probably the most colorful sunset I’ve ever seen, this panorama over the Maldives features strong saturation (none added in processing) that covers the full range of hues available.
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Taken by the Thames in London, this more subdued, less flamboyant sunset than the one opposite focuses on one principal hue reflected in the mud at low tide. A single color out of almost neutral shadows has a particular appeal.









HARMONY OR NOT


The idea of color harmony is a hare that has been chased by artists and theorists for centuries. In other words, that certain colors go ‘well’ together in an image.
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There may be some scientific basis for this, though not a lot, and as an idea it has had cycles of popularity through the ages. Photography may actually have put a bigger dent in it than did any other practice, because it records everything and because our diet of photographic imagery is now so huge that we may simply be getting used to more and more varied color combinations. What has made the idea tempting is the color circle, which we’ll come to shortly, and the way different hues are arranged around it. Those next to each other are naturally similar, which is possibly one kind of harmony. Those directly opposite are often called complementary, and are generated by what’s known as successive contrast (see here), and that traditionally has been seen as harmonious by many. But does it actually work like that?
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Chevreul’s color circle was the first to attempt to show a theory of harmony through color contrast. Complementary colors are those opposite each other on the circle.





Harmony means being pleasing, and it’s also about how two or more colors relate to each other – or affect each other – so one of the first basics is to be clear about what we mean by ‘a color’. Mainly, and for most people, color means hue, so that ever since the hues of the spectrum were arranged in a circle, by Newton, that simple arrangement became the obvious place to work out harmony. However, Newton turned the linear spectrum into a circle because he was already looking for a kind of harmony. He decided there ought to be seven colors to match the seven notes of the musical scale (although he needed the help of a friend to distinguish them), and because the two ends looked fairly similar to each other and looked fine when joined.


On the circle, colors next to each other have similarity and ‘go well’ together, but more interesting is that colors directly opposite one another also have some sort of aesthetic connection – the attraction of opposites, if you like. The first to make a theory out of this was the French chemist Michel Eugène Chevreul in 1839, who claimed six color harmonies, of which complementary colors contrast, across the circle were ‘superior to every other’. That basic idea, minus the circle, had been around for a long time. Leonardo da Vinci had already written that ‘the most fierce’ contrast was between ‘colors surrounded by their directly contrary color’. In any case, Chevreul influenced the Impressionists, Vincent van Gogh and most colorists since.
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Built on stilts in the shallow waters off Myajima, the Itsukushima shrine is painted the traditional red-orange of Japanese Shinto. Shadows cast by the setting sun expand the range of hues towards deep red. The range seems harmonious for being made up of adjacent colors.
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One route towards harmony is lowering saturation, as in the muted colors of the dining room in an historic fin de siècle hotel in St. Moritz. The illustration below shows how these colors would look at full saturation.





There are two scientific ‘proofs’ of this special relationship. One is that mixing them together produces a neutral white or grey (according to whether you’re using light or pigments). Another is color after-image, also known as color contrast. If you stare at length at a pure solid color and then shift your gaze to a white space, you’ll see an after-image of the opposite (complementary) color, and there’s an example of this here. So far so good, but how exactly you arrange the colors around the circle makes a big difference. I’m jumping the gun because we’ll look at color circles in the next chapter, but Chevreul’s circle (see here) is not at all the same as the one based on actual perception. For Chevreul and for many painters up to now, the opposite of violet is yellow, so they ‘go well’ together. The actual after-image of violet, however, is a green – easy enough to see for yourself. But does it matter? Maybe not if we’re talking about what’s pleasing, as there are so many other things in play.


Ultimately, color harmony matters simply because so many people look for it, but whether it actually exists or not is another matter. There are two problems, both probably insurmountable. The first is the sheer number of variables among viewers, which include age, gender, personality, state of mind, culture, context and trends. Colors that might appeal to a group of Thai school friends shopping for party clothes are hardly likely to be similar to the color scheme for redecorating a living room for an elderly English couple living in the countryside. Yes, that’s an extreme comparison, which is what happens when you try to find simple combinations that will attract everyone. Of course, this doesn’t stop people in the color business from trying, but they tend to stick to well-defined markets. You need only look at fashion and decorating in any one country to see that a yearly or even seasonal change in trending colors is a retail necessity. Pantone has for many years promoted a Color of the Year, just to keep business moving. In the year I’m writing this, it’s yellow and grey, or in their terms ‘a bright and cheerful yellow sparkling with vivacity, a warming yellow shade imbued with solar power’ together with ‘Ultimate Gray . . . emblematic of solid and dependable elements which are everlasting and provide a firm foundation’.2 Actually, you can see just this here (left). The fish beat Pantone to it by a comfortable margin of time.
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A single color on a neutral ground gains a certain amount of strength from being framed and isolated. Grey is particularly effective because it avoids the high contrast that black or white would give, keeping attention on the hue.





The second problem is that the ‘being pleasing’ aspect of harmony means expected, comfortable and essentially conservative. In other words not challenging, instead following what the audience already likes. Now, that’s a formula for advertising and marketing, but it’s questionable for art and creativity. Naturally, we all want to satisfy some audience, but which one? There’s usually a gulf between popular taste and expert taste. The first will get you more numbers, but the second is more likely to get you status and even awards. Challenging popular taste, a.k.a. accepted harmony, runs risks of falling flat, but there’s also the opportunity to move ahead of the game.


The history of art and other creative media is filled with upheavals as newcomers deliberately shake up what they see as the boring status quo. I just mentioned violet, which happens to be one of the more uncommon colors. In fact, violet burst into the art world in 1874, when the French Impressionists began their exhibitions. Édouard Manet soon predicted that ‘within three years everyone will be painting violet’.3 Many critics were outraged at the ‘unrealistic’ color, but it became fashionable, particularly when paired with yellow, as it often was, to contrast sunlight and shadow (as in The Four Trees, 1891 by Monet).


Perhaps it’s more realistic to think about different harmonies, and about harmonies that change over time. The violets paired with yellows that seemed discordant to gallery-goers in Paris in the 1870s are now perfectly acceptable. What is certainly true is that people have stronger opinions about stronger colors, so one easy option for harmony is to use less saturated colors, perhaps also varying the brightness to be less strident. The picture on the opposite page illustrates this simple fact of color life. Otherwise, rather than fret over harmony, it might be better simply to explore and see how you feel about the result, which we’ll be doing in Chapter 4. If you like the result, maybe it doesn’t matter if some others don’t.
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The attractiveness of pairs of colors is subjective, but the saturated green and orange here seem garish to many, probably related to their positions on the color circle – neither complementary opposites nor close enough to be similar.
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