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Without emotion, there is no beauty.


DIANA VREELAND

















INTRODUCTION



I stood in front of a panel of professors, a full swarm of butterflies in my stomach. As they eyed the small collection of objects on display behind me—a starfish-shaped lamp, a set of round-bottomed teacups, and a trio of stools fashioned from layers of colored foam—their faces were stern, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d made a mistake in leaving a promising career in branding to go back to graduate school in design. Then, after a long silence, one professor broke the ice. “Your work gives me a feeling of joy,” he said. The others nodded.


Suddenly, they were all smiling. I felt a wave of relief. I had passed my first review in the industrial design program at Pratt Institute. But my relief soon gave way to confusion. Joy was a feeling, ephemeral and elusive. It wasn’t something we could see or touch. How, then, could such simple objects—a cup, a lamp, a stool—elicit joy? I tried to get the professors to explain, but they hemmed and hawed as they gestured with their hands. “They just do,” they said. I thanked them, but as I packed up my things for the summer, I couldn’t stop thinking about this question.


How do tangible things create an intangible feeling of joy?


At first, the answer seemed unequivocal: They don’t. Sure, there’s a certain pleasure in material things, but I’d always been led to believe that this is superficial and short-lived, not a meaningful source of joy. In all the books on happiness that I’d consulted over the years, no one had ever suggested that joy might be hiding inside my closet or kitchen cabinets. Instead, countless experts agree that the kind of joy that matters is not around us but in us. This perspective has roots in ancient philosophical traditions. The teachings of Buddha, for example, advise that happiness comes only from letting go of our attachments to worldly things, while in ancient Greece the Stoic philosophers offered a similar prescription, rooted in self-denial and rigorous control over one’s thoughts. Modern psychology likewise embraces this inward lens, suggesting that the way to a happy life is to change how we look at the world and our place in it. From mantras and meditation to therapy and habit change, true joy is an exercise of mind over matter, not matter over mind.


Yet in the weeks and months that followed my review, I noticed many moments when people seemed to find real joy in the material world. Gazing at a favorite painting in an art museum or making a sandcastle at the beach, people smiled and laughed, lost in the moment. They smiled, too, at the peachy light of the sunset and at the shaggy dog with the yellow galoshes. And not only did people seem to find joy in the world around them, but many also put a lot of effort into making their immediate environment more delightful. They tended rose gardens, put candles on birthday cakes, and hung lights for the holidays. Why would people do these things if they had no real effect on their happiness?


A body of research is emerging that demonstrates a clear link between our surroundings and our mental health. For example, studies show that people with sunny workspaces sleep better and laugh more than their peers in dimly lit offices, and that flowers improve not only people’s moods but their memory as well. As I delved deeper into these findings, joy started to become less amorphous and abstract to me and more tangible and real. It no longer seemed difficult to attain, the result of years of introspection or disciplined practice. Instead, I began to see the world as a reservoir of positivity that I could turn to at any time. I found that certain places have a kind of buoyancy—a bright corner café, a local yarn shop, a block of brownstones whose window boxes overflow with blooms—and I started changing my routines to visit them more often. On bad days, rather than feeling overwhelmed and helpless, I discovered small things that could reliably lift my spirits. I started incorporating what I learned into my home and began to feel a sense of excitement as I put my key into the lock each evening. Over time, it became clear to me that the conventional wisdom about joy was wrong.


Joy isn’t hard to find at all. In fact, it’s all around us.


The liberating awareness of this simple truth changed my life. As I started to share it with others, I found that many people felt the impulse to seek joy in their surroundings but had been made to feel as if their efforts were misguided. One woman told me that buying cut flowers lifted her spirits for days, but she felt like it was a frivolous indulgence, so she only did it on special occasions. It had never occurred to her that for the price of one of her weekly therapy sessions, she could buy a bunch of flowers every other week for a year. Another described how she had walked into her living room after repainting it and felt an “ahhh” feeling—a sense of relief and lightness that made her wonder why she had waited so long to do it. I realized that we all have an inclination to seek joy in our surroundings, yet we have been taught to ignore it. What might happen if we were to reawaken this instinct for finding joy?


I needed to know exactly how the physical world influences our emotions and why certain things spark a feeling of joy. I began asking everyone I knew, as well as quite a few strangers on the street, to tell me about the objects or places they associated with joy. Some things were specific and personal: “my grandmother’s kitchen,” “a signed Grateful Dead poster,” “the canoe at the house we used to go to on Lake Michigan.” Some were shaped by cultural heritage or upbringing, like favorite foods or sports teams. But others were neither personal nor cultural in origin. A friend of mine told me about a summer afternoon when she got caught in a sudden downpour on her way home from work. She took refuge under an awning with a motley crew of others who had been caught without umbrellas, making guesses as to how long the storm would last. It passed after a few minutes, and people began to venture out onto the sidewalk, when suddenly a man shouted, “Look!” A brilliant rainbow was arcing across the sky, right over the Empire State Building. People stopped and stared, their wet clothes clinging to them, big grins on their faces.


I heard countless variations on this story. The day was frigid or steamy, the people were friends or strangers, the rainbow was over a concert or a mountaintop or a sailboat. Everywhere, it seems, rainbows are joyful. I began to make a list of things like this, ones that I heard over and over again: beach balls and fireworks, swimming pools and treehouses, hot-air balloons and googly eyes and ice-cream sundaes with colorful sprinkles. These pleasures cut across lines of age, gender, and ethnicity. They weren’t joyful for just a few people. They were joyful for nearly everyone. I gathered pictures of these things and pinned them up on my studio wall. Each day I spent a few minutes adding new images, sorting them into categories and looking for patterns.


One day as I was studying the images, something clicked. I saw lollipops, pom-poms, and polka dots, and it dawned on me: they were all round in shape. Vibrant quilts kept company with Matisse paintings and rainbow candies: all bursting with saturated color. A picture of a cathedral’s rose window puzzled me at first, but when I placed it next to a snowflake and a sunflower, it made sense: all had radiating symmetries. And the common thread among bubbles, balloons, and hummingbirds also became clear: they were all things that floated gently in the air. Seeing it all laid out, I realized that though the feeling of joy is mysterious and ephemeral, we can access it through tangible, physical attributes. Specifically, it is what designers call aesthetics—the properties that define the way an object looks and feels—that give rise to the feeling of joy.


Up until this point, I had always thought of aesthetics as decorative, even a bit frivolous. I had come to design school because I wanted to make things that changed people’s lives for the better. I was obsessed with finding ways to make my products ergonomic, functional, and eco-friendly. And while I enjoyed the classes on how to work with color and texture, shape and movement, I treated these elements as extras, not essentials. This attitude is common in our culture. Though we pay a fair amount of attention to aesthetics, we’re not supposed to care too much about them or put too much effort into appearances. If we do, we risk seeming shallow or insubstantial. How many times have you complimented a fashionable friend, only to hear her say, “Oh, this old thing? It’s just something I threw together!” Yet when I looked at the aesthetics on my studio wall, I realized they were far more than just decorative. They elicited a deep, emotional response.


In all, I identified ten aesthetics of joy, each of which reveals a distinct connection between the feeling of joy and the tangible qualities of the world around us:




Energy: vibrant color and light


Abundance: lushness, multiplicity, and variety


Freedom: nature, wildness, and open space


Harmony: balance, symmetry, and flow


Play: circles, spheres, and bubbly forms


Surprise: contrast and whimsy


Transcendence: elevation and lightness


Magic: invisible forces and illusions


Celebration: synchrony, sparkle, and bursting shapes


Renewal: blossoming, expansion, and curves





What is the relationship between these aesthetics and our emotions? And why do these particular aesthetics stimulate feelings of joy?


These questions sparked a journey that led me to some of the most joyful places in the world. In these pages, we’ll visit a treehouse bed-and-breakfast and a city transformed by color, an apartment designed to prevent aging and a seaside mansion made entirely of spheres. We’ll look at natural wonders, like the opening of the cherry blossoms in Japan, and man-made ones, like the rising of hundreds of hot-air balloons over the Albuquerque desert. Along the way, I’ll share insights from new research in the fields of psychology and neuroscience that helps explain why these places and experiences have such power to unlock joy within us.


But ultimately, Joyful isn’t about seeking joy in the far-flung corners of the world. It’s about finding more joy right where you are. In the following pages, you’ll meet celebrated artists and designers—architects, interior designers, color specialists, gardeners, quilters, DIYers, florists, and even an artist who works with balloons—and learn their secrets for finding and creating joy in every aspect of the physical world. And you’ll get to know real people who are making joy in their homes and communities—cottages and camper vans, living rooms and office cubicles, sidewalks and rec centers—to see how small changes can infuse ordinary objects and places with extraordinary joy.


You have a whole world of joy right at your fingertips. There’s no method you need to learn, no discipline you need to impose on yourself. The only requirement is what you already have: an openness to discovering the joy that surrounds you.
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In my years as design director at the renowned innovation company IDEO and in my own practice, as well as through curating the design blog The Aesthetics of Joy, I’ve seen firsthand how aesthetics change people’s attitudes and behavior from the outside in. They reveal why some stores and restaurants bustle with activity, while others stand quiet and empty. And they help us understand why one environment makes people anxious and competitive, while another brims with sociability and tolerance. Think about the way people act in the sterile cabin of an airplane, breaking into fights over three degrees of seat recline and jostling elbows for control of an armrest. Now contrast this with how people behave in the convivial atmosphere of a music festival. Surrounded by vibrant decorations and music, people share food and drink, make space on the crowded lawn for newcomers, and dance with strangers. The power of the aesthetics of joy is that they speak directly to our unconscious minds, bringing out the best in us without our even being aware of it.


How can you tell if your surroundings are joyful or not? There’s no exact standard, but think about these questions:




How often do you laugh?


When was the last time you felt a true, unfettered moment of joy?


What emotions do you feel when you walk into your home at the end of the day? How about when you enter each room?


How highly does your significant other or family value joy?


Who are the most joyful people in your life? How often do you see them?


How often do you find joy in your work?


Do you work for a company that is pro-joy, joy-neutral, or anti-joy? How appropriate is it to laugh out loud at your workplace?


What activities bring you the most joy? How often do you engage in them? Can you do them at or near your home?


How much joy do you find in the town or city where you live? In your specific neighborhood?


What are your “happy places”? Are any within ten miles of your home? When was the last time you visited one?





Every human being is born with the capacity for joy, and like the pilot light in your stove, it still burns within you even if you haven’t switched on the burners in a while. What you hold in your hands is the key to reigniting those joyful flames, one that promises to radically change the way you look at the world around you. At the heart of this book lies the idea that joy isn’t just something we find. It’s also something we can make, for ourselves and for those around us.


You can use this book as a field guide to spotting and savoring more joy in your surroundings, to help you gain a better understanding of why certain things and places light you up inside. And you can also use it as a palette, to design and craft more joy into your world. The chapters build on one another, so the book will probably make the most sense if you read them in order. But don’t let that stop you from jumping to an aesthetic that is calling your name. You may just want to flip back later to see what you missed.


You will probably find that some aesthetics speak to you more than others. If you’re a nature lover, you might find yourself especially drawn to freedom, for example. If you happen to be afraid of heights, then some aspects of the transcendence aesthetic may not be for you. You may also find that the aesthetics that feel best change depending on where you are and what’s going on in your life. A drab office may benefit from an infusion of energy, while the harmony aesthetic can bring joy to a hectic family home. When the kids leave the nest, however, that same home might need some of the play aesthetic to make it feel lively again.


Feel free to mix, match, and layer aesthetics to create an experience that brings you joy. There are no specific rules, but to help you feel your way through, I’ve tried to note where aesthetics are particularly complementary and where they may be in tension. Though some chapters describe particular products that can help bring the aesthetics to life, you don’t need to buy anything expensive to transform a space in a joyful way. In the last chapter, you’ll find a Joyful Toolkit, full of guides and worksheets designed to help you apply the ideas in this book to your own space and your own life.


Too often, we move through the physical world as if it were a stage set, a mute backdrop for our daily activities. Yet in reality it is alive with opportunities for inspiration, wonder, and joy. I hope this book empowers you to see more of these opportunities in the world around you and to seize them. Joy’s power is that small moments can spark big changes. A whimsical outfit might prompt a smile, which inspires a chance kindness toward a stranger, which helps someone who is struggling to get through her day. Even the tiniest joyful gestures add up over time, and before we know it, we have not just a few happier people but a truly joyful world.
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In late fall of 2000, a crew of painters covered a historic building in Tirana, Albania, with vibrant orange paint. A shade between tangerine and Tang swallowed up the old façade, spreading over stone and cement indiscriminately, sparing only the windows. The painting began in the morning, and by midday a crowd of onlookers had massed, gaping in the street. Traffic came to a halt. Bewildered, some spectators shouted while others burst out laughing, shocked to see such bold color amid the gray.


For all the commotion, the painting might have seemed a prank by a particularly brazen mischief-maker. But this wasn’t an act of graffiti, and the commissioning artist was no ordinary street vandal. He was the mayor.


Edi Rama won the World Mayor award in 2004 for his stunning success at restoring the capital city of Albania, just four years after he was elected. Visit Tirana today, and you will see few traces of the filthy, dangerous city that Rama inherited when he took office. Broken by decades of repressive dictatorship, and starved of resources by ten years of chaos after the fall of Communist rule, by the late 1990s Tirana had become a haven for corruption and organized crime. Pickpockets and prostitutes loitered on corners. Garbage piled uncollected in the streets. As Rama has described it, “The city was dead. It looked like a transit station where one could stay only if waiting for something.”


The painted buildings were an act of desperation by a mayor faced with an empty treasury and a demoralized populace. An artist by training, Rama sketched the first designs himself, choosing vibrant hues and gaudy patterns that disrupted the bleakness of the urban landscape. The orange building was joined by others as Rama’s project quickly spread throughout the city, enveloping public and private buildings alike.


At first, the reactions were mixed: some citizens were horrified, others curious, a few delighted. But soon after, strange things began to happen. People stopped littering in the streets. They started to pay their taxes. Shopkeepers removed the metal grates from their windows. They claimed the streets felt safer, even though there were no more police than before. People began to gather in cafés again and talk of raising their children in a new kind of city.


Nothing had changed, except on the surface. A few patches of red and yellow, turquoise and violet. And yet everything had changed. The city was alive, ebullient. Joyful.
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When I first heard the story of Tirana, it struck me as nothing short of miraculous. There were no massive infusions of capital, no large-scale public works projects. It was as if the city had been revitalized by the sheer power of joy. But how could joy bring an entire city back to life?


It was around this time that I was beginning to research joy, and I found myself asking an even more basic question: What is joy? At first, this was tricky to figure out, as many people have different ideas about joy, and even scientists don’t always agree on a definition. But broadly speaking, when psychologists use the word “joy,” they mean an intense, momentary experience of positive emotion, one that can be recognized by certain telltale signs: smiling, laughing, and a feeling of wanting to jump up and down. While contentment is curled up on the sofa, and bliss is lost in tranquil meditation, joy is skipping, jiving, twirling, giggling. It is a uniquely exuberant emotion, a high-energy form of happiness.


So it’s not surprising that we equate a feeling of energy with one of liveliness, vitality, and joy. Energy animates matter. It is the currency of life, transforming inert material into breathing, beating organisms. Simply to be alive is to vibrate with an essential dynamism. The more energy we have, the more we are able to play, create, love, lead, explore, rejoice, and engage with the world around us. If Tirana had been revived by joy, then perhaps this energetic quality had something to do with it. But where does this joyful energy come from? And how do we get more of it?


We tend to think of energy as something that comes from what we ingest, like the buzz of a cappuccino or a sugary lick of buttercream frosting. But as I thought about it, I realized that energy is all around us, all the time. Most days it flows through our homes unnoticed, but we are constantly awash in its invisible pools and ripples: the lambent particles that emanate from our light bulbs, the sound waves of music from the stereo, the breezes through our windows, and the currents of heat from our radiators. It’s so inconspicuous that we often forget about it until dry winter days, when we touch a metallic doorknob and it startles us with a zingy pop.


Of course, unlike plants, we can’t just absorb it from our surroundings. Yet sometimes, the energy around us does affect the energy within us. How many times have you gone to a party exhausted after a tough week of work, insisting you’ll stay for just one drink, only to perk up once you hear the beat of the music? Or have you ever noticed that it’s easier to get out of bed on sunny days than on gray ones? I began to wonder why some environments have this stimulating effect, and how we might be able to bring more joyful energy into our lives.


THE POWER OF COLOR


From the moment I first started studying joy, it was clear that the liveliest places and objects all have one thing in common: bright, vivid color. Whether it’s a row of houses painted in bold swaths of candy hues or a display of colored markers in a stationery shop, vibrant color invariably sparks a feeling of delight. Bright color adorns festivals around the world, and it almost seems as if the more intense the colors, the more intense the joy. In China, bright dancing dragons usher in the new year, while Brazil’s Carnival dazzles with brilliant feathered costumes. During India’s Holi festival, people dispense with decorations and instead throw handfuls of pure colored powder, creating a stunning spectacle of polychromatic smoke that stains grinning revelers from top to toe.


Though we don’t often think consciously about the connection, it is nearly impossible to separate color and feeling. Our language confuses the two with regularity. Our moods brighten and darken. On a sad day, we might have a black cloud over us or merely feel a bit blue. And when things are going well, we say life is golden. We can see things in a dark light or look on the bright side. While the symbolic meanings of different colors vary across cultures, it seems that brightness is a dimension universally understood to be joyful. Children feel this connection intuitively. In a study of preschool children’s drawings, bright colors were associated with happiness and excitement, while dark colors like brown and black were often used to signify negative emotions. Adults follow suit. Graphic designer Orlagh O’Brien conducted a study asking people in the UK and Ireland to match colors to their emotions. The strip showing the colors picked for joy is full of bright, lively hues, with sunny yellows and oranges making up nearly half the area of the graph.


If bright color buoys our spirits, it’s not surprising that people expend a great deal of energy to obtain the brightest hues. The Dieri tribe of Australian aborigines was known to make an annual pilgrimage on foot each year to gather golden-red ochre pigment from a mine in Bookartoo, a round-trip journey of more than six hundred miles. There were plenty of nearby ochre mines, but the Dieri wanted only the brightest, shiniest ochre for their ritual body paintings. The ancient Romans coveted a purple dye eked, in a stinking process, from the anal glands of a mollusk. During the colonial period, the brightest pigments often became heavily guarded state secrets, such that at least one French botanist risked his life to smuggle a box of red-pigment-producing cochineal beetles out of Mexico. Even today, color continues to inspire great journeys. People make pilgrimages to hike in red-rock canyons and lie on pink-sand beaches, and each autumn the populations of New England and Canada swell as so-called leaf peepers fill B and Bs in search of the most brilliant fall colors.


In an account of his experiences taking the drug mescaline, the writer Aldous Huxley once posited that the ability to see color is superfluous for human beings. “Man’s highly developed color sense is a biological luxury,” he wrote, “inestimably precious to him as an intellectual and spiritual being, but unnecessary to his survival as an animal.” Yet our eyes are adept at distinguishing between subtly different colors, with scientists estimating that we can see as many as seven million distinct shades. Though not as broad a rainbow as that seen by many birds, whose eyes detect colors well into the ultraviolet spectrum, it’s still a staggering range. Doesn’t it seem implausible that we should have such a chromatic bounty for no purpose other than to be tickled pink?


In fact, our color vision is not an extravagance but an integral sense that relates directly to our survival—in particular, our need to find sources of energy. Our distant ancestors were nocturnal animals and, like most mammals, had little use for color vision. Soft-skinned and warm-blooded, they foraged under cover of darkness, relying more on smell than on sight. But twenty-five million years ago, a band of brazen night monkeys ventured out into the daylight, adopting the diurnal schedule we still follow today. In this new ecological niche, the ability to see color suddenly became a useful advantage. While the eyes of their nocturnal cousins had only two types of color-sensing cone cells, our ancestors evolved a third cone, sensitive to light in the middle of the spectrum, that radically multiplied the number of colors they were able to see. This extra cone offered up a tantalizing array of new shades, including the ability to distinguish red from green. Eventually this capability would come in handy in helping us tell the difference between “stop” and “go” on a traffic light, but its immediate benefit to our primate ancestors was far more significant. That’s because scientists believe it allowed them to identify sugar-rich ripe fruits and nutritious young leaves in the dense foliage of the treetops they inhabited. (Young leaves are often tinted red because they contain anthocyanin pigments that have not yet been masked by chlorophyll.) Research suggests that color vision provided such an advantage that our ancestors’ brains evolved a reduced capacity for processing smells in order to allow for an increase in the handling of visual information. Far from being a luxury, as Huxley believed, color vision is so vital to our survival that we sacrificed other senses to have more of it.


The central concern of any organism, whether a single-celled paramecium or a two-hundred-ton blue whale, is to find energy to power its activities: gathering food, seeking shelter, fighting off predators, having sex, raising children, playing tennis, dancing the rumba. And this is particularly true for large, warm-blooded animals like ourselves. At a microscopic level, just staying alive is a frenetic endeavor. Our cells hum around the clock: zipping and unzipping their chromosomes, spinning threadlike RNA telegrams, stacking amino acids into proteins, repairing and copying themselves. To keep this metabolic furnace running, we have evolved mechanisms that promote an almost constant search for food: hunger, which sends us in search of it; and joy, which rewards us for finding it. Over millions of generations of evolution, bright color so reliably predicted nourishment that it became intertwined with joy.


Color is energy made visible. It activates an ancient circuit that lights up with pleasure at the idea of finding something sweet to eat. Now, in a world that contains rainbows of artificial colors, we still feel the same joy, even if a colorful object contains no physical nourishment. More broadly, color is an indication of the richness of our surroundings. It is an unconscious signal not only of immediate sustenance but of an environment that is capable of sustaining us over time. In the words of German painter Johannes Itten: “Color is life; for a world without colors appears to us as dead.” At the core of the energy aesthetic is this: a vibrancy that lets us know our surroundings are alive and can help us thrive.


Knowing this shed new light on the magical transformation of Tirana, Albania. Mayor Edi Rama’s colors took a place that looked dead and infused it with life, signaling to citizens that their home was no longer “a trash city,” as one resident described it, but a living locus with its own brisk vitality. Once I understood that our relationship to color evolved not as an incidental pleasure but as an integral signifier of life and of the conditions that support life, I realized that the colors prompted an unconscious change in people’s relationship to their environment: from fight or flight to stay and grow. In five years, the number of businesses in Tirana tripled, and tax revenue increased by a factor of six. The increased tax revenue paid for public development projects, like tearing down five thousand buildings that had been illegally erected in public spaces and planting four thousand trees. Journalists visiting the city in the year or so after the first paintings observed that the desolate streets that had once been havens for crime were bustling with activity, people sitting in cafés and strolling in parks. The Albanian artist Anri Sala described how the change began to take on its own momentum. “In the beginning it was the colors which were the change, and now you see the city changing around the colors,” he said. The murals were like a fire lit within the heart of the city. They were catalytic, sparking a transformation that eventually dwarfed their initial impact. As one resident wrote, “Even a blind person can bear witness to the utter change of Tirana.”


It is hard to believe that color could have this kind of power. Even Rama, who has witnessed the metamorphosis firsthand, at times appears a bit bewildered by the scale of it, and many similar mural projects have been dismissed as mere “beautification efforts” that squander public funds. I think we underestimate the impact of color because we view it as an instrument of decoration, not utility. In the man-made world, color sits on the surface—a thin veneer, a finishing touch. This is reflected in the root of the word “color,” which comes from the Latin celare, “to conceal.” But in nature, color extends through the full thickness of an object. The persimmon is orange equally in skin and flesh; the brown elk is red inside. Color in nature means something: a stage of growth, a concentration of minerals. We think of color as something that hides what’s underneath it, but we respond to color as something that reveals. Edi Rama acknowledges this when he says that a “normal city” might wear colors like a dress or like lipstick, but that in Tirana, where the basics of civic life had been so badly neglected, the colors function more like “organs.” They might look cosmetic, but they go straight to the heart of things.
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Not long after I learned about Tirana, I met someone closer to home who also believed in the power of color to enliven dreary places and the people in them. In the early 1990s, Ruth Lande Shuman was visiting middle schools in East Harlem when she suddenly became aware that they resembled a different kind of institution. “Every single school looked and felt like a prison,” she said, reflecting on the moment that sparked her decision to launch the nonprofit Publicolor, which transforms underserved New York City public schools by painting them with vibrant colors. I thought about the public schools I’ve known: the concrete façades, the windowless corridors lined with banks of taupe lockers, the sand-colored linoleum floors. “They’re so hostile looking,” Shuman said, shaking her head. “No wonder kids are dropping out like flies. No wonder teachers are becoming burned out. And no wonder parents won’t enter these buildings.” (Roughly 24 percent of New York City students don’t finish high school in four years, though when Shuman first started to paint schools, the number was higher than 50 percent. Among black and Hispanic students, a third still don’t graduate.)


Shuman had worked for the Big Apple Circus and had seen the joy that comes from entering a colorful space. She had also studied color theory, and like Edi Rama, she believed that color could have a profound effect on behavior. The first school she painted was in East New York, a Brooklyn neighborhood where nearly half the residents live in poverty. She faced resistance initially from school administrators who scoffed at the bright colors she had chosen. But twenty years later, Publicolor has painted more than four hundred schools and community centers, has received awards from the White House and the city, and counts many school principals among its fans.


Schools are complex systems, making it challenging to isolate the impact of color on academic outcomes. Nevertheless, anecdotal evidence reveals that significant changes follow in the wake of a Publicolor intervention. Graffiti almost completely disappears, and principals report that both student and teacher attendance improves. Some principals say they have noticed a difference in test scores as well. Perhaps the most surprising finding is that teachers and students consistently say they feel safer in a school that has been painted by Publicolor. Just like the shop owners in Tirana who removed the metal grates from their windows, students and teachers find that the brightly colored walls ease their perception of danger in the space. Perhaps feeling safe frees up more mindshare for teaching and learning, which translates to more-focused students and better-performing schools.


I also suspect there may be another effect at play. Bright color operates like a stimulant, a shot of caffeine for the eyes. It stirs us out of complacency. The artist Fernand Léger related the story of a newly renovated factory in Rotterdam. “The old factory was dark and sad,” he noted. “The new one was bright and colored: transparent. Then something happened. Without any remark to the personnel, the clothes of the workers became neat and tidy.… They felt that an important event had just happened around them, within them.” Comprehensive research on color and the workplace suggests that Léger’s observations play out at scale. In a study of nearly a thousand people in Sweden, Argentina, Saudi Arabia, and the UK, people working in bright, colorful offices were more alert than those working in duller spaces. They were also more joyful, interested, friendly, and confident. The drab tones of most school buildings and offices are understimulating, leading to restlessness and difficulty concentrating. The liveliness of color helps us marshal the energy we need to learn, be productive, and grow.


Publicolor involves students and administrators in the process of choosing the colors for their schools, but over the years the organization has developed a signature palette that features citrusy yellows, greens, and oranges, with accents of turquoise and salmon pink. Bright and saturated, it’s a joyful palette, but I wondered what it would be like on a larger scale. Would such vivid colors feel overwhelming on a large building?


My curiosity landed me with a roller in hand one July afternoon, smoothing Aruba Blue paint onto a door at the Help homeless shelter in Brownsville, Brooklyn. During the summer, Publicolor runs a program that teaches high-school kids math and literacy in the mornings, and in the afternoons the kids paint community spaces in underserved areas. We arrived in the early afternoon, and Shuman buzzed around in paint-spattered clothes, checking on colors and supplies, asking the kids about their summers and how the project was going. She knew them all by name. When the whole group had arrived, we went outside to the courtyard between the shelter’s five buildings, and Shuman introduced me to my guide for the day: Kiyana, a sixteen-year-old living in the Sunset Park area of Brooklyn. We got to work on the door to one of the units facing the courtyard. Kiyana was a Publicolor veteran, with five painting projects under her belt, so I let her take the tricky spots around the doorframe while I focused on trying to roll the paint evenly on the surface of the door without leaving it too thick or gummy. I asked Kiyana which of the painting projects she’d done was her favorite, and she smiled reflectively. “Definitely my school. It actually made the school feel a lot better,” she said, the word “actually” betraying her surprise. “The colors just make me feel a lot happier to be there.”


I didn’t have to look far to imagine the feeling Kiyana was describing, because right then the shelter was split down the middle into a perfect before and after. The buildings on the facility’s western side had been painted with a sunset palette of yellows and oranges. The bottom floor was the lightest, a soft golden color, while the top floor was the hue of a ripe apricot. The teal doors we were painting added a tropical vibe. The buildings on the eastern side, which the kids were going to start painting next week, wore a brown putty color from top to bottom. Standing in the middle, I found the difference striking. I turned to my right, and I was in a wasteland, a dismal place of last resort. Yet when I looked to my left, I felt like I was in a residential neighborhood in Miami, headed over to a friend’s place for a party. The warm colors seemed to radiate sunshine and, maybe it’s just me, a bit of optimism as well.


COLOR COURAGE


Few people would name their favorite color as gray or beige, yet our homes are often cloaked in bland neutral tones. I wondered, Why is there such a gap between the colors that enliven us and the colors that surround us?


“Chromophobia” was the immediate answer I received when I posed this question to Peter Stamberg and Paul Aferiat, architects of the colorful Saguaro Hotel in Palm Springs, which credits its electric hues with making it the third-most-Instagrammed hotel in the world in 2016. “People are afraid of color,” Stamberg told me. He was clearly referring to people other than himself and Aferiat, who live in a veritable temple to vibrancy: an open loft divided not with walls but with colors, panels of yellow, green, blue, and orange. Across from me, the two sat perched on a violet sofa, next to a pair of vermilion chairs, a pink rug underfoot. A large collection of glassware and ceramics in a gradient of warm hues adorned a table by the window, casting shards of amber light onto the floor.


“It’s the fear of making a choice,” Aferiat said, “of making a mistake and having to live with it.” I could relate. I didn’t know the term at the time, but I used to be a certified chromophobe, so afraid of color that the entire spectrum of my apartment fell between white and cream. My sofa was ivory, my bookshelves off-white. My bed linens, towels, and curtains were all crisp, clean white. I had a big inspiration board covered in a raw linen fabric, and in the corner of my bedroom I piled my clothes on a director’s chair covered with—you guessed it—white canvas. Whenever I needed a new piece of furniture I perused colorful catalogs, ogling mustard velvet sofas and pink striped slipper chairs. But in the end, I always came home with trusty old white.


Then one day I moved into my dream apartment: a railroad layout on the top floor of a brownstone, with immaculate wood floors, windows overlooking a green yard, and even a small skylight in the bathroom. The only problem was that the walls were painted a buttery yellow. From the moment I first saw the apartment, I fantasized about repainting it. But then something funny happened. Each time I came home to that apartment, it felt like the sun was shining, even in the dead of winter. When I returned from a trip, I felt overjoyed—every time. I ended up living there for six years, and after the first week I never again thought about repainting.
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I wish I could say that was the end of my chromophobia, but in fact it was design school that really changed my relationship to color. I spent many hours clipping and arranging swatches of colored paper, mixing paints, and studying the interactions between different hues. I realized that the world is full of colors I hadn’t actually been taught to see. I had spent my life thinking of shadows as gray, but I now saw they were tinged purple. I thought of an apple as red without realizing how dramatically different that red is if the apple is on the windowsill rather than the counter. The joy of this new way of seeing was indescribable to me.


We think of color as something only artists study, but that’s a relatively recent view. Historian John Stilgoe writes that until the turn of the last century, educated people were apt to study chromatics, the interplay of light and color across a scene. People learned to see just as they learned to read and to count. It’s not surprising that without this education, we feel a little lost when it comes to color.


The difference between energetic, joyful colors and more somber hues has to do with how pure and how bright the pigments are. Designers use the terms “saturation” and “lightness” to describe these properties. When I first learned them, I felt the whole world of color open up to me, in the same way that learning addition and subtraction once demystified the world of math. A saturated color is its purest version, the kind you might find on a children’s building-block set. The truest blue and the sunniest yellow: these colors are strong and intense. To desaturate colors, you add gray to them, making them duller versions of themselves. Spring green becomes olive; cerulean becomes slate. Beige is a desaturated yellow—a yellow with all the joy sucked out of it! Gray is the ultimate desaturated color, containing only white and black. Desaturated colors can be useful as part of a color scheme, but if you look around and all you see are grays and khakis and beiges, then your surroundings are pretty drab. The lightness of a color has to do with how much white or black is mixed into it. White reflects light, while black absorbs it. So adding white makes a color lighter and more reflective, while adding black makes it darker and more muted. Light pink and sky blue are more energizing than burgundy and navy because they reflect more light, imbuing a space with life. Dark, desaturated colors absorb light, bringing down the energy in a space.


It can take a little practice to become confident with color. Fortunately, there are shortcuts for finding joyful color combinations and training our eyes to see and use color in all its delightful depth. Once, when Stamberg and Aferiat were stuck on choosing a color for a house they were designing, they turned to a good friend of theirs, the painter David Hockney, who said, “Do what I do whenever I have a color problem. Look at Matisse.” Not only did the vibrant paintings of Henri Matisse inspire them to choose the right blue, but they also began to use this approach with clients. When people see such bold colors coexisting amiably on a canvas, it gives them confidence that the colors will also work in their homes. Matisse’s light, bright palette makes an ideal choice for color inspiration, but other artists I often look at include Helen Frankenthaler, Sonia Delaunay, Pierre Bonnard, and, of course, David Hockney.


And if you still don’t feel confident, take heart in the wisdom of legendary interior designer David Hicks, who believed that the idea of colors clashing with one another was a fiction cooked up by “genteel women” in the 1930s. “Colors do not clash,” he said. “They vibrate.”
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Another person who definitely does not have chromophobia is Ellen Bennett, the thirty-year-old founder of LA-based apron manufacturer Hedley & Bennett. “I love color,” she said when I met her one rainy September afternoon, drawing out the o in “love” to express the depth of her affection. “In my house, everything is Roy G. Biv,” the acronym for the colors of the rainbow. She ran through the highlights: color-coded bookshelves, a blue bedroom, a kelly-green front door, and a bright yellow stove that Bennett bought her boyfriend after only three months of dating. For Bennett, an exuberant spirit and self-described “hugger” who gave me a tight squeeze and a kiss on the cheek within seconds of meeting me, it’s clear there’s an equation between color and warmth. “I want to make spaces feel very welcoming,” she has been quoted as saying, “as if you were getting a big hug from the room.”


Bennett credits her heritage with kindling her love of vivid color. Half Mexican by birth, she grew up bouncing back and forth between Mexico and California. “It was a Technicolor life in Mexico. My grandma’s house is bright turquoise blue. Everything is colorful there, from the corn on the side of the road to the mangoes at the grocery store. But when I was living in the United States, everything was a lot more brown. Brown sand, brown schools… it was just brown. Then I’d go back to Mexico and it was yellow and green and red and every single house was a different color. And things just felt alive. From the eyes of a little kid, I felt that energy in me, and I thought, I want that energy. I like this.”


Listening to Bennett’s childhood impressions of her two worlds, I felt a pang of something I can only describe as color envy. Like Bennett, I’d spent time in parts of the world where vibrancy was natural and effortless: Southeast Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean. These colorful places exude a warmth and vitality that’s absent from most modern American cities, where the greatest source of color seems to be signs and advertisements. “There’s just a higher wavelength of life,” Bennett said. Color pulls joy to the surface. Why do some cultures reserve color only for celebratory moments, while others make it a part of the everyday?


It would be easy to conclude that it’s a simple matter of preference: certain cultures have developed an appetite for color, while others prefer a grayscale life. But I think the real answer lies in a cultural bias deep in Western society that runs toward sophistication, away from joy. This bias was forcefully expressed by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe when he wrote in 1810 that “savage nations, uneducated people, and children have a great predilection for vivid colors,” but that “people of refinement avoid vivid colors in their dress and the objects that are about them, and seem inclined to banish them altogether from their presence.” We may not realize it, but in most of Europe and America, Goethe’s philosophy permeates our lives. We dismiss color and joy as childish and frivolous, prizing neutral hues as a mark of coolness and mature taste. The color spectrum of the modern home is dictated by a moral compass where self-restraint is true north, and exuberance is an indulgence. The message is clear: to be worthy of society’s approbation, we must outgrow our natural inclinations toward joy or learn to suppress them.


This cultural bias has left us in a place where many of us feel almost ashamed to have color in our lives. I recently met a woman who told me that she loves color, but she only feels comfortable using it in her child’s room, not in the rest of the house. Women are told to wear muted colors as they age, lest they appear as if they’re trying too hard to look young. This is a far-more-insidious kind of chromophobia, driven not by lack of confidence but the tyranny of public opinion. Could it be that our world would be much more colorful if only people weren’t afraid of looking foolish?


I am inspired by people like Ellen Bennett, who are finding ways to marry joyful color and serious business. Bennett moved to Mexico City full-time when she was eighteen, paying her way through culinary school with odd jobs, including one as a lottery announcer on Mexican TV, calling out the numbers from the weekly drawings. But a few years later she moved back, determined to retain the vibrancy of her Mexican life back in the United States. She found a job working as a line cook at a restaurant. She loved the work, but there was one part of the job that she hated: the apron. As she started complaining about the garment, she discovered her coworkers shared her sentiments. “We looked shitty and we felt really shitty about ourselves,” she says. One day her boss was about to place an order for new aprons for the whole staff, and Bennett begged him to give her the order instead. She had no pattern, no fabric, not even a sewing machine, but in that moment, her apron company, Hedley & Bennett, was born.


The first apron was made of yellow linen, and other colors soon followed. Bennett knew the aprons also had to work well, not just look good, and she was relentless about performance. “It’s a serious fucking garment that looks really happy and playful,” she says, “but it makes you feel secure and proud and having a sense of dignity. It’s colorful, but it’s functional, it’s very well made.” The practicality gives people permission to choose a piece of work wear that looks lighthearted and fun. This combination has evidently been successful, as Hedley & Bennett now outfits more than four thousand restaurants.


Ultimately, Bennett’s ambitions run beyond aprons. What her business is really about is transforming the concept of the uniform from an ugly, cheap garment laborers are forced to wear into a piece of gear that brings pride and, yes, joy to work. She described an apron in a way I’d never heard before: “It’s like your little cape,” she said, evoking superhero associations. I raised an eyebrow when I first heard this, but the more I think about the metaphor, the more sense it makes. When Clark Kent changes into Superman’s sleek blue-and-red Kryptonian skinsuit, he becomes someone different, endowed with energy and strength unimaginable when he’s wearing a dull tweed jacket. What Bennett is doing for April Bloomfield, David Chang, and countless line cooks, service workers, and craftspeople is “outfitting” them, preparing them not just physically but emotionally for the work they’re about to do.


My conversation with Bennett started me thinking about other kinds of clothing. We’ve all been told we should dress for the job we want. But what about dressing for the joy we want? When I first started exploring the aesthetics of joy, I began experimenting with wearing bright colors in situations that brought me down. I bought a pair of rubber rain boots in taxicab yellow. When the forecast called for a downpour, I put them on gleefully, grabbed my umbrella (also yellow), and dashed outside to splash around on my way to work. When I was single and going on a seemingly endless spree of awkward blind dates, I started buying dresses in bright prints to give myself energy for the small talk ahead. More recently, I received a lime-green workout top as a gift. Seeing that neon color first thing in the morning kindles my desire to get up and do yoga. Now as my old workout clothes wear out, I try to replace them with ones in bold hues.
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My friend Beth, the most colorful dresser I know, thinks not just about the effect of wearing color on herself but also about its effect on other people. At five foot ten, Beth is tall. She’s also whip-smart and not afraid to speak her mind. “My whole life,” she says, “I’ve been told I was intimidating or scary.” Wearing bright color became a way to make herself more accessible to people, short-circuiting their tendency to judge her too quickly. Beth owns no dark coats, only ones in vivid shades like yellow and green. On a miserable winter day she notices that people walk by and smile. It’s almost as if a colorful garment is a tiny gift, a brilliant spot of joy in a bleak landscape.


When Beth and I worked together, one of our coworkers planned a Dress Like Beth Day. People showed up in pink polka-dot pants, yellow sweaters, and turquoise dresses, making the office so bright we all nearly needed sunglasses. It was one of the best days I can remember. The whole office came to life.


THE DELIGHT OF LIGHT


Can the world be joyful without color? I wasn’t sure until I came across a story related by Dr. Oliver Sacks about a trip he took in 1994 to Pingelap, an island where many natives have a persistent genetic defect that leaves them completely unable to see color. Sacks brings along with him on the trip a Norwegian scientist named Knut Nordby, who also suffers from the severe color blindness, or achromatopsia, that afflicts many of the islanders. At one point, the travel party encounters a soaking storm, leaving behind a stunning rainbow. Sacks describes Nordby’s impression of the rainbow as “a luminous arc in the sky” and goes on to share Nordby’s joyful tales of other rainbows he has seen: double rainbows and even a complete rainbow circle. In the end, Sacks concludes that the visual world of the color blind is “if impoverished in some ways, in others quite as rich as our own.”


We might be able to find joy without color, but it would be much harder without light. Every sight we find joyful, from a sunrise to a baby’s face, we owe to light reflected from the environment into our eyes. Light is color’s power supply. But more than that, it’s a pure form of energy that creates joy in its own right. We rely on sunlight to regulate our circadian rhythm, the twenty-four-hour clock that determines our energy levels. Sunlight also stimulates the production of vitamin D by the skin, modulates our immune system, and influences levels of serotonin, a neurotransmitter that helps balance emotions. Many people living at high latitudes suffer from wintertime depression known as seasonal affective disorder (fittingly abbreviated SAD) due to the lack of daylight. Light and mood often travel a conjoined orbit: dim the light, and we dim our joy.


People around the world eschew dark corners and seek out light-filled places, coveting apartments with good natural light and vacationing in sunny, tropical locales. In A Pattern Language, a landmark collection of observations on the ways that people use space, architect Christopher Alexander and his colleagues note that the single most important fact about a building is this: “People use open space if it is sunny, and do not use it if it isn’t, in all but desert climates.” In a study of a residential street in Berkeley, Alexander found that residents on the north side of the street didn’t use their backyards. Instead, they sat in the small front yards next to the sidewalk while the backyards collected junk. Shaded yards and plazas create dead zones, while those that face south ensure “the building and its gardens will be happy places full of activity and laughter.” The same is true indoors. Because the sun travels from east to west across the southern half of the sky, houses where the most important rooms face south tend to be cheerful and convivial. Meanwhile, houses where the main rooms face north are often dark and gloomy, causing people to retreat from the common areas toward the lighter rooms at the edges of the house. (In the Southern Hemisphere, the sun passes through the northern part of the sky, so these directions should be reversed.)


The joy we find in a sunlit room is matched by tangible measures of well-being. Research consistently shows that increasing exposure to daylight reduces blood pressure and improves mood, alertness, and productivity. Employees who sit near windows report higher energy levels and tend to be more physically active both in and out of the office. In a study of elementary schools, students in classrooms with the most daylight advanced as much as 26 percent faster in reading and 20 percent faster in math over the course of a year. Hospital patients assigned to sunnier rooms were discharged sooner and required less pain medication than those in rooms with less light.


Sunlight is best, but when it isn’t available, broad-spectrum artificial light can provide similar benefits. Scientists have known for years that seasonal depression can be alleviated by spending up to an hour a day in front of a glowing box that radiates twenty-five hundred lux, but newer research shows that light therapy can be effective for nonseasonal depression as well. In a meta-analysis of twenty studies, researchers reached the startling conclusion that light therapy can be as effective at treating depression as antidepressants. And among Alzheimer’s patients in long-term-care facilities, bright light reduced both depression and cognitive decline. Yet because light is not as lucrative a remedy as pharmaceuticals, there has been much less research into these treatments.


The irony is that the salutary effects of light have been understood for centuries. “Put the pale withering plant and human being into the sun,” wrote the famous English nurse Florence Nightingale, “and, if not too far gone, each will recover health and spirit.” In 1860, Nightingale reported that her patients naturally turned toward the light, even as they would complain about the pain of lying on an injured side. “Then why do you lie on that side?” she would ask the patient. “He does not know—but we do. It is because it is the side towards the window.”


Stories like this make me think that while technology has moved our health and well-being immeasurably forward, it has also robbed us of a wisdom that existed when our relationship to our environment wasn’t mediated by so many dials and controls. Instead of starting a fire or opening a window, we tweak the knob on the thermostat. Instead of eating a medicinal plant, we swallow a pill. We have gained convenience and efficacy, but at the cost of abstraction: the changes within our bodies no longer seem connected to the world around us, giving us the illusion that we are independent of our environment and unaffected by it. Thus we have built environments that lack elements, such as color and light, that are essential to our well-being.


While brightness is important, creating joyful, energizing light is more than just a matter of lumens. When I posed the question “What is joyful light?” to lighting designer Rick Shaver, he started by calling my attention to what it’s not. Describing an office he’d recently been to, he noted that the even rows of fluorescent lights made it feel like the place was covered by an “overcast sky.” Offices are designed for uniform lighting, so that there’s enough light to read wherever you sit. But that flat, even light creates a dull energy. According to Shaver, who has designed lighting schemata for the Getty Museum and countless private homes, “it’s those streaks of sunlight coming through” that create “a joyous environment.”


Studies affirm that people generally prefer lighting that is variable, rather than uniform. These hills and valleys of light attract our eyes to points of interest within a space, but even more important, they draw us together. As Alexander emphasizes in A Pattern Language, because people are unconsciously attracted to light, the brightest spots will be the ones where people congregate, making these the most lively and joyful hubs of activity in a space. If a space feels dead, a powerful remedy is to create focal points of light where you want people to be. A sofa by the fireplace, a window seat, a dining table bathed in the warm light of a pendant lamp: these places are always alive because we, like moths, cannot resist the light.


PAINTING LIGHT


When I met with the color-loving architects Stamberg and Aferiat, they showed me pictures of a beach house they had designed on Long Island for a couple that had suddenly decided, after years of living in mostly monochrome apartments, that they wanted color in their home. The architects started with crisp white walls and lots of big black-and-white patterns that they knew would feel natural to the couple. Then they added a front door in bright yellow, picked to match the beach goldenrod that grew near the house. From the outside, the door is a cheery beacon, making the house seem to smile at passersby. But from the inside, the effect is totally different. The door acts like its own light source. The white walls pull the yellow color into the center of the home. It literally glows.


We think of color as an attribute, but really it’s a happening: a constantly occurring dance between light and matter. When a beam of light strikes an object—let’s say a multicolor glass vase—it is effectively pelting the surface with tiny energetic particles known as photons. The energy of some of those photons is absorbed, heating the glass imperceptibly. But other photons are repelled, sent ricocheting back out into the atmosphere. It’s these photons, landing on our retinas, that create the sensation of color. The specific hue we see has to do with the energy of the photons: the high-energy short wavelengths look blue to us, while the low-energy long ones appear red. The brightest pigments, those found in flower petals and leaves as well as many commercial pigments, tend to have a more “excitable” molecular structure. Their electrons can be disturbed with very little light, making the colors appear intense to our eyes.


Ultimately, the goal of the energy aesthetic is to increase the activity of these vibrating little particles in a space. It’s not just about light, and it’s not just about color; it’s about the alchemy between the two. Bright colors animate the light that shines on them, reflecting it around a space and magnifying its effect. This is why the yellow door in the house designed by Stamberg and Aferiat is so powerful. It takes the invisible light and turns it golden. Yellow is especially effective as a brightening agent. Because it is the lightest of all the hues in its pure state, it has an inherent brightness and warmth. Publicolor uses paints with a yellowish undertone for this exact reason. The bright, warm paints bring light into a space, combatting the dreariness of inner-city settings. “We paint light,” says founder Ruth Lande Shuman, making me curious as to what might happen if we applied some bright paint to the dark alleys, underpasses, and other shadowy corners of our cities.


If you want a brighter, more energized space, whether your home or office or anywhere else, the experts agree that the best first step is to lighten the largest surfaces: walls, floors, cabinets, and counters. Dark walls may look sophisticated, but because they absorb light, they’re going to reduce the overall amount of light bouncing around the room. Many designers I talked to prefer to start with a canvas of white walls, bringing color into the space through furniture and decorative objects. But even if that’s not possible, small pops of pure color can reflect enough light to energize a dingy space. This approach of using bursts of bright color can be an appealing strategy for chromophobes—I speak from experience here—and is surprisingly effective. Hilary Dalke, a designer and color expert who works with the National Health Service in Britain, told me she uses this strategy regularly. When she was asked by a hospital in the south of England to redesign the patient rooms without moving any of the patients, she swapped the neutral blankets on the beds for ones in a vivid fuchsia color and took before-and-after pictures of the room. The reflected light from the bedding was so vibrant that the whole room seemed suddenly much warmer, and for very low cost.


The very best pigments for creating light are fluorescent colors, because they absorb photons at higher-energy wavelengths that lie in the invisible ultraviolet range and reflect them back at visible wavelengths. This makes them look brighter than normal colors, almost as if they’re glowing. These so-called Day-Glo colors, the kind you find on traffic cones and tennis balls, imbue surfaces with an intensely upbeat vibe, but use caution: a little goes a long way!


We may be aware of the way that color affects light in space, but we rarely notice the reverse: the way light affects color. There’s a good reason for this, according to lighting designer Rick Shaver: old incandescent light bulbs all used to give off the same color of light. “When you would screw in a light bulb that you bought at the supermarket,” says Shaver, “you knew that it was always going to burn at a color temperature of twenty-seven hundred degrees Kelvin, which is warm and very flattering to the skin.” As lighting manufacturers developed new, more energy-efficient technologies, such as LEDs and fluorescents, suddenly a light bulb was not just a light bulb anymore. But no one told us light-bulb buyers. “People don’t know they should be looking for three thousand degrees Kelvin, or what we call warm light, so instead they come home with four thousand or five thousand degrees Kelvin, which is cool light.” This information is printed on packages, but most people don’t know to look for it. As a result, Shaver often sees people living unhappily under a patchwork of different light colors.


The color of light varies because, unlike the sun, which carries wavelengths across the full visible spectrum, artificial lights can only reproduce a part of that spectrum. We’ve all had the experience of being in a badly lit dressing room or catching our reflection in an airport bathroom and thinking, Ugh, do I really look this tired? This happens because the light is missing wavelengths needed for our eyes to see color accurately. It’s hard to feel upbeat and energized when you and all the people around you look sallow and run down and bright colors turn sickly shades. So Shaver’s advice is to look at the color rendering index (CRI) of a bulb. Incandescent bulbs have a rating of 100, a fact that fuels demand for them even though they have been banned by many countries. But newer LED bulbs have recently been developed that give off light as warm and vibrant as those old Edison bulbs. Choosing bulbs with a CRI close to 100 will keep you and your spaces looking bright and colorful.
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For most of my life, I thought about my color choices through the lens of what they said about me. Did I have the guts to rock red shoes? Would a pink dress make people take me less seriously in a client meeting? Perhaps that’s why I so often ended up with white furniture and black clothes. My research on this aesthetic liberated me to choose colors based not on what others think but on how the colors make me feel.


Noticing color and light has changed the world around me. Bright hues in the cityscape, found on street signs and in bike lanes, window boxes and graffiti, have become little gifts for me—small infusions of warmth and life. Energy gives you the power to make your own hearth, your own sun.
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