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Introduction

The libraries and bookstores are filled with scholarly books on color harmony and color theory. Complete with color wheels, and even mathematical calculations, such books attempt to help the artist achieve successful color through foolproof equations.

Surely, the knowledge of such theories can only be helpful, but for many of us in this day and age, without the benefit (or detriment) of an academy course in color theory, our selections ultimately depend upon predilection or personal taste. As an illustrator, I have never consciously chosen an “analogous” color combination or a “triad,” and the only “split complements” I've gotten have come from my father. Personal taste in color should not be discounted as frivolous. Our mental selection processes involve millions of gigabytes (in computer terms) worth of conscious and subconscious dreams, emotional memories and other associations of color. We may look at an ad in a magazine and say, “That looks cool!” but our true affinity with the colors we're viewing goes deeper.
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A personal method of color selection eschews the intellectual and methodical left-brain approach, which adores “color theory,” and moves the process to the right brain, which bases its decisions upon instinct and intuition. This is related to the process currently taking place throughout the world in which the intellectual/left-brain /masculine approach is, thankfully, beginning to come into balance with the emotional/right-brain/feminine principle.
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SMOKER'S LUNG Left: This pharmaceutical illustration was painted by the author in 1990. Above: Four examples demonstrate how a color scheme, as well as elements of an existing design, may be extrapolated for use in a new context. Note the vastly different overall effects achieved through the rearrangement of the very same colors from one example to the next.

Another subconscious identification with color comes from the chakra system of energy centers located within our bodies. For example, the root chakra, represented by red, corresponds to the base of the spine and the sexual center. Little wonder that red is often used by artists in connection with sex and Valentine's Day.

In the recently re-emerging art of color therapy, colored lights are applied, in effect, to restore missing tones which can bring harmony back to a sick. body. Similarly, the color of the clothing you tend to select often reflects your mood, or may, in turn, affect it. For this reason, it is said that people who habitually wear black probably should not—although that would leave everyone in New York and Los Angeles without a thing to wear.

That a poor choice of colors affects us subconsciously is a fact observed by many real estate agents. Potential buyers viewing a house with ugly wallpaper will often reject the whole house. I recall as a child not being able to eat in a certain restaurant whose walls were painted a pale, 1950s green.

But taste in color, like anything else, can be idiosyncratic. Some colors come in shades only their creators could love. Many examples in this book show that the secret of successfully combining a group of colors may have less to do with the colors themselves than with their arrangement within a picture. Occasionally, I have been shocked to notice that the same colors I had used to create an attractive painting looked so awful in their haphazard arrangement on my palette. Therefore, it may be said that colors are only beautiful within the context of their spatial relationships to one another.
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LINOLEUM, 1935 Cool color schemes may be found anywhere, even underfoot, as the sample layout above proves.



As we reach the end of this twentieth century, an artistic reassessment of all that's come before is taking place. While current trends continually evolve and subsequently dominate fashion and design, in today's aesthetic rule book, (almost) anything goes. The styles and colors of every period throughout history seem to be fair game and valid “copy” for today's artists. The concept is king (or queen) in today's world of graphics. Style and color choices often become intrinsic to the concept and are dictated by it. The concept may involve a Victorian mood, or a high-tech look may be appropriate. The first suggests warm, highly saturated, though muted, colors, and the second, cooler colors, perhaps metallic hues, and lots of solid black with an accent of solid red.

And that's where this book comes in. Here are hundreds of cool (and warm) color combinations picked from a variety of sources old and new, and just ripe for the specifying. What makes these combinations valuable is that they are all based upon existing examples created by professionals, some of whom had actual training in color theory—so we don't need any. The work of many well-known artists and designers is presented in this book alongside those whose names have been lost in the pages of time but whose work reveals a synchronistic connection with the colorful mood and spirit of their epochs. As is apparent from the color combinations in this book, trends in color throughout specific periods in history are often as easily definable as the more obvious change in hemline length. But there have always existed, within each period, artists who will flout convention and produce designs with unexpected and unusual colors. This sometimes makes grasping the essence of period color difficult. But who cares? Color, then as now, has always been a matter for creative exploration, with the next brilliant inspiration lying somewhere just beyond the rainbow. Whether your next color selection comes from this book or the old linoleum on your kitchen floor—or even, heaven forbid, straight from your own mind—we hope it will be a colorful and harmonious experience!
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