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Colour

• ‘Colour is tied to passions’ - Elton John 

• ‘I am not interested in colour for colour’s sake. I am 
interested in it as a means of expression’ - Robert Henri 

• ‘Lines and shapes tend to identify objects and situations, 
while colours tend to influence your emotional response 
to them, often very markedly indeed’ - Freeman 
Patterson



Colour

• Not necessary for all pictures 

• But for most of our pictures the colours are an important part of 
what appeals to us about a scene. 

• We will look at colour from a technical aspect, a compositional 
aspect, and discuss tweaking colour in post-processing. 

• Lots of terminology - not always used correctly - Colour, Shade, 
Tint, Hue, Saturation, Tone, Value, Luminance, Brightness 

• The human eye can differentiate about 7 million colours. An 8-
bit jpg image can display any of 17 million colours.



The Traditional Colour Wheel



Our Primary Colours

Our computers, cameras, televisions, phone displays combine red, green, and blue (RGB) in 
various shades and percentages to create every colour we see on the screen.


To make yellow we mix red and green.


To make magenta we mix red and blue


To make orange we mix 100 units of red with 50 units of green


Mixing fully saturated versions of all three colours together gives you white


When you remove all three colours completely you get black


Printers, Fabric Dyers, & Painters use different sets of Primary colours.


Courtesy of PhotoShopEssentials.com

•

http://PhotoShopEssentials.com




The RGB Colour Wheel



The Effect of Colour
• Colour can have a strong impact and different colours and 

colour combinations produce different effects. 

• There are warm and cool colours, neutral and bold colours 

• Analagous colours are similar in hue creating smooth 
transitions within an image 

• Complementary colours are opposite in hue and therefore 
create strong contrast 

• Cool Colour Wheel

https://www.sessions.edu/color-calculator/

http://color.adobe.com




Running from red/orange to yellow/green these colours flow 
together (analagous colours)





This scene demonstrates the contrast of the orange/yellow to 
blue (complementary colours)



Colour Value and Saturation

• You can adjust the value of a colour by making it lighter 
or darker 

• You can also adjust the saturation which determines how 
rich the colour looks. 

• Each hue has its own inherent value. (E.g. Yellow is lighter 
than blue) 

• Changing the value or saturation will vary the intensity.





Impact on our compositions

• A few professional photographers will pick the colours 
they want for the scene they are creating. 

• We will almost always be dealing with the colours in front 
of us. But we still have some control both within the 
camera and in post-processing. 

• We also need to keep an eye out for the colour 
combinations - to keep the mood we want to create.





Most landscape photographs benefit from a sense of harmony, which they 
gain through colors that have strong relations to each other. Harmonizing 
colors is a lot easier with fewer distinctly different hues to balance, and also 
when saturation levels across the palette are relatively low and equal. The 
more saturation that a color has, the more power that it will exert, so very 
saturated colors tend to work best when they appear in small or dark areas 
of an image.

When a wide variety of hues are dispersed around an image, they are likely to 
compete with each other for attention, causing a photograph to lack impact. 

https://petapixel.com/2018/06/09/creative-applications-of-color-
theory-in-landscape-photography/ 

Article by Erin Babnik

https://petapixel.com/2018/06/09/creative-applications-of-color-theory-in-landscape-photography/
https://petapixel.com/2018/06/09/creative-applications-of-color-theory-in-landscape-photography/


Saturated colors can overwhelm an image quite easily, thereby 
limiting the extent to which tones, textures, and delicate details might 
contribute to a photograph’s overall character. Keeping color 
saturation in check can allow the more subtle qualities of a photo to 
show their charms instead of being drowned out.

One of the simplest principles of color theory is the optical tendency of 
warm hues to advance and of cool hues to recede. This tendency is very 
similar to the effects of light and shadow in that the eye will be attracted 
to warm hues in the same way that it is attracted to light. Therefore, it is 
generally effective to use light and warmth for leading the eye, while 
using shadows and cool hues to ‘push back’ and obscure areas of lesser 
importance. Adding even slight hints of color to certain areas can 
dramatically affect their presence in a photograph, sometimes helping to 
counteract tonal values that are working against a particular creative 
goal. For example, tinting a bright area with a cool hue can sometimes 
help to subdue that area without sacrificing desirable tonal contrast.





Colour Attributes

• The colour of the elements of our image can impact our 
enjoyment of the scene for several reasons 

• The mood or feeling created by the colours 

• The differentiation of the elements of the scene 
(Background/Foreground) 

• The eye is drawn to the brightest colour (spot) in an 
image or to an area of high contrast



Which image did 
you see first. 
Notice the 

different moods 
created by the 

different colours



In this case the colour of 
the background helps 
emphasize the subject



What extraneous object jumps out at you - why?











The blue sky detracts from the calm feeling of the scene





Assorted Thoughts

• Brightness will appear to reduce the saturation of the colours in a 
scene. 

• The light on overcast days tends to be more colour-neutral 

• Vibrancy is a matter of brightness (tone) and colour saturation as 
much as the hue. Even the primary colours lose their vibrancy when 
they are brighter or less saturated. (Red can be vibrant but light pink 
is not). 

• A change of hue in a scene can often be seen as a line which helps 
build your composition. 

• Most colours in nature are not highly saturated



How can I enhance the colours in an image

• Change the white balance 

• Change the Colour settings in your camera. Many have 
settings such as Vivid, Neutral, Monochrome, Standard (these 
change your jpgs but not your raw files) 

• Underexpose by 1/2 to 1 stop. This will make the colours 
seem more saturated 

• Shots in the shade will be more saturated than sunlit shots. 
Shoot at a more colourful time of day 

• Use a polarizing filter



White Balance Settings









How can I enhance the colours in an image

• Change the white balance 

• Change the Colour settings in your camera. Many have 
settings such as Vivid, Neutral, Monochrome, Standard 
(these change your jpgs but not your raw files) 

• Underexpose by 1/2 to 1 stop. This will make the colours 
seem more saturated 

• Shots in the shade will be more saturated than sunlit shots. 
Shoot at a more colourful time of day. 

• Use a polarizing filter



Using Vivid Mode

As Shot



Neutral Standard

Vivid

Monochrome

Sepia



How can I enhance the colours in an image

• Change the white balance 

• Change the Colour settings in your camera. Many have 
settings such as Vivid, Neutral, Monochrome, Standard (these 
change your jpgs but not your raw files) 

• Underexpose by 1/2 to 1 stop. This will make the colours 
seem more saturated.  

• Shots in the shade will be more saturated than sunlit 
shots. Shoot at a more colourful time of day. 

• Use a polarizing filter









Post-processing

• Can make many of the same adjustments as in camera. 

• Benefit from seeing the image on the larger screen 

• More adjustments are possible with a finer degree of control 

• Using Lightroom you can adjust 

• White Balance, Tint, Exposure, Contrast, Vibrance, Saturation, 
Hue, Luminance 

• Adjustments can be local or for the whole image 

• Photoshop provides the best tools for colour editing



You can make colour the subject





Resources

• https://color.adobe.com 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GP0OyqECAS4 - 
Colour Theory in Photography 

•

https://color.adobe.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GP0OyqECAS4

