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This is the complete guide to creating a unique, viable and appropriate colour palette for any web design project. From the basics of understanding colour to practical examples of websites with winning colour schemes, Cameron Chapman demonstrates the best use of colour in web design, giving designers the confidence to create their own palettes and apply colour successfully to their own designs.


• Understand what colour can do to brand your website and improve user experience.


• Quickly improve an existing website at low cost.


• Contains everything a designer needs to know about perfect colour application.
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introduction


Color is one of the most powerful sensory stimuli we encounter on a daily basis. It has the ability to lift our mood, or lower it, the power to suppress our appetites, or stimulate them, and it can have restorative, calming, and even healing powers.


For those of us designing for the web, to ignore the power of color in our designs is to do a great disservice to our clients and our projects. Color is often the first thing that’s noticed in a design or a website, and can have the most immediate impact on your visitors. If your color scheme is giving them the wrong impression, then that can be hard to overcome.


My own love affair with color began at a very young age. It might have been due to the DUPLO blocks (like giant LEGO) I loved to play with, or maybe the box of 96 Crayola crayons I used on an almost daily basis. Whatever it was, I had a love of color from the start.


Color was further integrated into my life through arts and crafts projects. As I grew older, I educated myself on color theory. I had very few formal art courses growing up, so most of what I learned was through books. My mother’s books on quilting and fiber arts were invaluable in these early lessons, as was the public library.


In my late teens I decided design was where I really wanted to make a career. I knew that my strength lay in the use of color over other design skills, and so I continued to refine my craft through both education and trial-and-error.


Formal color theory has a rather long history, beginning around 1435 when it was first written about by Leon Battista Alberti. Leonardo da Vinci wrote about color theory in his journals 55 years later. The theory was further expanded upon in Sir Isaac Newton’s book Opticks, published in 1704.


Eighteenth century color theory was based on subtractive color systems, with red, blue, and yellow as primary colors. During this time, the sensory and psychological influences of color were focused upon.


By the end of the nineteenth century, color theory began to focus on additive color systems, with red, green, and blue as the primary colors.


Then in the twentieth century, synthetic pigments were created that allowed for better saturation in color mixes. Primary colors with these new pigments became cyan, yellow, and magenta (with black, the “key” color, often included as well, making up the commonly used CMYK scheme). Secondary colors in this instance became red (when yellow and magenta are mixed), green (when yellow and cyan are mixed), and blue (when cyan and magenta are mixed).
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Learn to create beautiful palettes …


Even before formal color theory was developed, human beings were using color in art and craft. In fact, color has been used in handicrafts produced by people since ancient times. Early pigments were made by mixing colors found in the soil with water, as well as from plant matter.


Early art and the colors used were closely tied to religion in ancient times, in Ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, and the Far East. It wasn’t until Ancient Crete that art was created for art’s sake, rather than in relation to religion, and color was no longer used simply for its religious significance.


Color, of course, has always played a significant role in art and design. Design for the web is no different. There are challenges that are present on the web that don’t exist or are much less troublesome in the analog world. Those challenges will be covered later in the book.


This book starts with an overview of the basics of color theory, first with the terminology used in formal and scientific discussions of color. A sound grasp of these terms is key if you want to thoroughly understand the principles behind color theory at a professional level.


The meanings behind various colors are also discussed, as they’re vital to using color to create the psychological impression your project needs. After all, you wouldn’t want to create a website for a children’s toy company that uses colors that evoke feelings of dread or anger.


A comprehensive look at traditional color scheme patterns is also key to learning to create your own palettes. There are particular ways of combining colors that are pleasing to the eye, create good contrast, and result in specific psychological responses.


Once you have the basics down, we’ll move on to putting together your own color palette. This covers the basic parts of a color scheme, including base colors, main colors, and accent colors, as well as examples of each in practice. And beyond knowing the parts of a color scheme, you need to know how to actually create your own, both from scratch and by pulling colors from a photo or an existing color palette (such as when taking inspiration from another website or design). It’s important to know how to tailor a color scheme to the purpose of your site, as well as how to best use tints, shades, and tones. Achieving proper balance in your color schemes is also covered.


From here the book discusses color conventions in web design, including industry standards for various types of businesses and associations built on popular brands and websites. And before we’re done, we’ll talk specifically about applying color to your designs, including how to work within conventions and when to break with tradition.


By the time you’ve finished reading, you’ll have a strong grasp of how to use color in designs, why certain colors work together, and how to use color to get the best results for your clients.
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… that you can turn into sites like this.




[image: Image]


1


TERMINOLOGY


While many designers are familiar with the terminology surrounding color theory, there is plenty of room for confusion between the technical and more common definitions of many terms. This section aims to clarify these terms before we move on to the real “meat” of color theory.


commonly used terms in color theory


There are a huge number of terms relative to color theory that the average person isn’t necessarily familiar with. Some terms are often used incorrectly (such as shade or tone), while others are rarely used at all by laymen (such as hue).


Before we embark on a professional discussion of color theory, it’s important that we define the terms being used so that there’s no confusion later on. For example, when I use the term “shade” later in the book, I’m talking about a very specific quality of color. By contrast, in everyday language “shade” is used much more loosely and often in place of the words “tone” or “tint.”


To that end, the following glossary has been placed at the front of the book instead of at the back. Even if you’re familiar with technical color theory terms, it’s still a good idea to familiarize yourself with the definitions here as they’ll be used in this particular book, to minimize confusion later on. And it’s especially important if you’re not already up to speed on color terminology.


Achromatic: Achromatic literally means “without color.” They are hues that have zero perceived saturation—white, black, and gray.
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Achromatic


White, black, and gray have no saturation or chroma.


Additive color system: An additive color system is in reference to colors produced by light directly, such as a computer monitor. Primary colors in an additive color system are red, green (instead of yellow), and blue. When the primary colors in an additive color system are combined, you get white (as white is a combination of all the wavelengths of light).
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Additive color system


This image shows how hues combine in an additive color system to create secondary colors.


Assimilation: Assimilation refers to when a color is perceived as more like the colors surrounding it than if it was viewed in isolation. For example, when yellow is viewed directly next to green, it may appear to have a greenish tint, while when viewed in isolation, it would appear purely yellow. The same type of effect is achieved when chromatic hues, like red or green, are placed next to black or white. Next to black they’ll appear darker; next to white they’ll appear lighter.


Balance: Balance refers to a state of equilibrium among elements in a composition. One of the key influencers of balance is the use of color in a design.


Basic color terms: There are 11 color names that are found in most fully developed languages around the world. These basic color terms, in English, are: black, white, gray, green, yellow, blue, red, orange, purple, pink, and brown.


Binary hue: A binary hue is created when two unique hues are combined. Purple, for example, is a binary hue created by the unique hues red and blue. In subtractive color systems, green is a binary hue created by mixing the unique hues yellow and blue. In additive color systems, yellow is a binary hue created by mixing the unique hues green and red.


Chroma: A hue’s chroma is, in the simplest terms, how “pure” it is. This is directly influenced by the wavelengths of the hue. For example, gray has a very low chroma (because it is a mixture of wavelengths of light that comprise other pure hues), while red or yellow have very high chromas (because they’re made up of a single wavelength of light). High-chroma hues are vivid, while low-chroma hues are dull. “Constant chroma” hues lie somewhere in the middle, and are often still vibrant to the eye while lacking the purity of high-chroma hues.


Color: Color is commonly used in reference to the technical term “hue.” However, color is technically a combination of hue, lightness, and saturation. Additionally, color is often used colloquially in reference to chromatic hues (color vs. black-and-white photos).


Color perception: Color perception is a subjective impression of color, influenced by the situation in which the color is observed and the mental interpretation of the observer. This subjectivity is why when two people are asked what color something is, they often give slightly different answers, and why the same color in two different environments may be perceived to be different colors. It is closely related to assimilation in color theory.
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Color perception


This image is a great example of how color perception works. Notice how the gray square appears lighter when surrounded by black and darker when surrounded by white.





Color scheme: A color scheme is an orderly selection of colors based on their relationships in the color wheel. There are a number of different types of color schemes, though they can be broadly categorized as monochromatic, analogous, and complementary.


Color wheel: The color wheel is a circular arrangement of the color spectrum. They commonly appear either as a gradient covering the entire spectrum, or as a pie-chart-type diagram, with primary, secondary, and tertiary colors represented.
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Color wheel


The traditional color wheel can come in many forms. This one more clearly delineates between primary, secondary, and tertiary colors. Other versions show each color with equal emphasis, or use a spectrum without clearly delineating individual colors.


Complementary colors: There are two definitions for this. One is technical: two colors that produce a neutral gray (in paint or pigment) or white (in terms of light) when combined. The other definition of “complementary,” and the one commonly used by the layman, is simply two or more colors that “go together.” In this book, the first definition is the one that will be used.
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Complementary colors


Blue and orange balloons are a perfect example of complementary colors.


Contrast: Contrast refers to the difference between two or more colors. In technical terms, contrast is the difference in luminance or color between two items. In layman’s terms, it’s what makes one element stand out from another element. High contrast means a big difference in either luminance (light blue vs. dark blue) or color (blue vs. orange). Low contrast means much more similarity between either luminance (navy blue vs. dark blue) or color (yellow vs. yellow-orange).
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Contrast


Red and green are located directly opposite each other on the color wheel.


Dominance: Dominance refers to one item in a composition being of greater visual importance than the other elements. Color is a key determinant in dominance.
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Dominance


The bright red-orange accents on this wireframe clearly indicate some elements are more important than others.


Hue: Hue is most often what we mean when we refer to what color something is. Terms like yellow, orange, or fuchsia are all in reference to the hue of something. In technical terms, the hue is determined by the dominant wavelength of the visible light reflected from a surface (or emitted by a light source). For the purposes of this book, hue and color will often be used interchangeably.


Key: Key refers to the dominant value relationship in a picture or design. High-key compositions include medium to light colors. Low-key compositions include dark to medium colors. A composition that includes the full spectrum of light to dark colors is called full contrast.


Limited palette: A limited palette refers to a small number of colors used in a design or artwork.


Luminance: Luminance is the “lightness” of a hue. While it is similar to value, it’s calculated with a different equation. Luminance varies greatly between different pure hues on the color wheel. Yellow, for example, has a luminance value of 94% in HSL color space, while blue has a luminance value of only 44%. An interesting aside: when saturation is decreased in any pure hue, it has a varying effect on the luminance of that hue. If the hue had a luminance value above 50%, then the luminance will decrease. However, if the luminance was already below 50%, then it will increase as the saturation decreases.
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