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So how can we learn

from this? Well, first take

a really strong colour,

like the colour of

oranges, and decide how

you might increase its

power, not by contrast

with another but by

reinforcing it with

variations on its own

hue. It could lead to a

tasteful harmony of

similar tones or it could

look bland. Your choice

is crucial.

Through reproductions,

Van Gogh’s Still Life:
Vase with fifteen sunflowers
(1888) is hard to regard

objectively. But the way

the artist flooded his

canvas with vibrant

colour, which has no

contrast in the picture

with any other range of

tones, is quite masterly.

The whole picture

consists of variations on

yellow and green – it

makes you wonder why

we so often stress the

value of a colour by

contrast with its

opposite. The whole

space is subsumed with

yellow. Blues and greens

are only minimally

represented. 
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Colour simplicity

These pictures show how colour can be used to simplify your

message very effectively. The pop-art view (below) flattens out

the depth of the picture to concentrate on its coloured shapes to 

spell out the significance of the subject matter. And size, too, can 

make a difference, as the O’Keefe picture (opposite) shows.

The American pop artist Tom Wesselmann,

produced a series of Great American Nudes in

the 1960s. He took a pin-up-type girl and

produced anonymous nudes in pure kitsch

settings. The lips and breasts were emphasized;

the eyes, or in fact any detail that might have

made the figure look real, were done away with,

and the being was reduced to a grotesque. No

one could take a picture like this seriously. And

yet it is overtly sensual. So how do you emulate

this artist’s theme? Not by looking at more pin-

up girls. You need to take an ‘attractive’ idea

that you do not agree with, or would not want to

be connected with, and rethink it until you get a 

new theme. 

Here I’ve taken a picture of a US soldier, but

refused to make use of the more sombre colours

normally associated with soldiers. It is also

making a good point about the facelessness 

of armies, just as Tom Wesselmann did about

pin-up girls.
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Georgia O’Keefe was quite an original artist and she produced

some very strong images of plants and flowers, drawing them up

to a grand scale which made you look much harder at them. In

this example she has chosen two blossoms of petunia in a strong

purple colour, which floods the area of her picture very

effectively. She has painted the fleshiness of the petals so that you

can almost touch and smell them. 

Using flat areas of colour is a good way to start
getting a good feeling for how colour works.
One way that you might try is to cut out pieces
of coloured paper and make a collage picture to
see how you can balance the colours. First try
this with coloured paper, and then try painting
pieces of paper in colours that you like. It will
help your understanding of colour.

MASTERSTROKES

One thing that you could do here is not

necessarily choose flowers to draw up

large, but any small object like a coin, a

key or a piece of fruit such as a

strawberry, for instance. Taking a small

thing and producing a very large image

of it both tests you as an artist and is

extremely enjoyable to do. So have a go

and see what you can manage.
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Colour as emphasis

When a painter wants to make a strong emphasis in his

composition, it is often the colour that brings out the point being

made. Both these examples use colour to great effect and you can

try out your own versions.

Monet is one of the great

colourists of all time and he

wasn’t afraid to lay on the

colour with abandon,

producing work such as this

sunset over the church of San

Giorgio Maggiore in Venice.

This is a pretty dramatic sight

at any time but when it is

blazing with the colours of the

setting sun it really becomes

almost overstated. How can

you do your own version of

this sort of sight? Well, to start

with you don’t need to rush off

to Venice;  you can look

around your own area for a

building that is reflected in a

river or lake, or the sea if you

live near it. You will need a

view that is towards the west to

get the benefit of the next good

sunset, so you will need to do a

little bit of research of the

locality. As an artist this is

always valuable, so it is not 

time wasted.
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Now what would be the

equivalent situation now, in

your circle of friends? Maybe 

a party dress, but it might 

be something like an

interesting pair of shoes,  or

a new football strip.

The next artist, Tissot,  was an

Edwardian society painter who was

in great demand for his ability to

portray beautiful women and

handsome men. At any rate, if you

were painted by him, you usually

came out looking much better

than you had ever thought you

could. When someone had a

marvellous, fashionable dress to

show off, it was reasonable to get

Tissot to do a painting in which

this elegant article was being given

an airing. In this picture the

brilliant yellow dress obscures

everyone else at the ball and what

the dress doesn’t hide of the

competition, the large fan does. 
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Expressive colour

The use of colour always has a reason behind it, which dictates the

kind of colour values used. Sometimes the attempt is to produce a

new realism or naturalism; sometimes the symbolism of nature is

more to the point. This is why, from generation to generation of

artists, the colour values keep changing.

Gustave Caillebotte was a friend and artistic

companion to several of the Impressionists but,

although he was attracted to the same subject

matter, he produced it in a very different

manner. Most of his works seem to be in a very

muted range of colours, with a very deliberate

tonal harmony in his colour. This one, of the

bridge over the railway in Paris, was painted

several times by him and other artists of the

time. This rather abstract arrangement of the

girders of the bridge and the men looking on, is

typical of the way he saw his subject matter.

Everything is in an industrial grey, including the

men’s coats, which look like a part of the same

urban landscape.
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Another good artist to look at

for this topic is Paul Klee.

When you look at a Klee

picture it is not always certain

whether you are looking at an

abstract painting or something

more naturalistic. Here is one

of his images called Moonrise,
Sunset which is one of several

that he made with these large

dominant celestial shapes

surrounded by rather flimsy

looking man-made artefacts.

In a modern version of this

image you would have to 

find something very powerful

to dominate the picture in 

colour and then show 

other surrounding life as 

being much less imposing 

or necessary. 

What would be the

modern equivalent of

this approach now?

Perhaps an airport is

the most likely area

for a view of people

in transit, or an

underground station,

with its escalators and

travellators. It would

be a good thing to 

try out.
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Extreme colour

In the first half of the 19th century the colours in most professional

works became more and more conventional, until colour almost lost

its power in painting. The Impressionists brought back a brilliance of

colour into the art world and, from then on, painters began to take

colour to its greatest extremes.

When it comes to a portrait of someone in the

mode of this Fauve; or the Expressionist,

Jawlensky, you could pick anyone whom you

think might respond well to being drawn very

simplistically and in strong powerful colours. So

don’t pick someone who is worried about what

you will make them look like. The main thing is

to choose a range of colours that will work in

terms of form and solidity as in the example

here which uses the light green colour as the

shadow on the left side of the face while

reserving the strong reds or oranges for parts of

the face which are more prominent.
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Vasily Kandinsky was not only a confirmed

colourist but he also wanted to try and produce

paintings that, like music, stood alone without a

story. This example of a landscape with boats he

painted in the autumn of 1908, and he made

the most of the colourful show put on by the

trees. Not only that, but the light shining on the

water and the boats is given its most lurid range

of colour possible. 

To get this sort of picture you would have to

be prepared to throw out any ideas that you

might have about tastefulness or restraint in

visual terms. You will be able to find these

colours in a scene but rarely with this intensity.

So you will need to look hard at the possible

picture you can get from a scene, picking 

one that allows you to go to town a bit in terms

of colour.
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Abstract and artificial colour

In the 20th century the move away from figurative art led to many

experiments with colour. Some abstract artists evolved a symbolic,

semi-naturalistic style of painting in which colour and shape 

fitted around a flat plane. On the other hand the use of artificial

light in the cities gave a new boost to the realistic painters of

urban life.

Exactly how you would work

out this sort of idea now is not

easy to say, but obviously the

ability to produce some

animated characters would be

a great asset.

Another semi-abstract painter

was the Spanish artist, Joan

Miró. He evolved a sort of

language, rather like Paul Klee

did, that allowed him to show

all sorts of activities and

objects without being forced to

give a realistic treatment of

things. This picture, Hope, was

painted in 1946, and his

figures are like wild cartoons

which look very animated. 
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Remember colour always helps to give an
emotional punch to your picture, so you need to
consider carefully how you use it in any form.
The power of colour to brighten, enliven or
intensify your drawing is amazing, so the more
you understand its possibilities, the more
impact your drawings will have on viewers of
your work.

MASTERSTROKES
Finally, I show an example of the American

painter Edward Hopper, whose work I find very

interesting. Called in the original Night Windows
(1928), here we see a scene that must be very

normal for city living, where the lights in the

windows across the road from you or out of the

back of your house, are showing you the life of

the people who live there. It may appear to be a

bit voyeuristic, but it certainly makes for some

interesting, abstract scenes. The frame of the

window acts rather like the camera and cuts off

bits of the scene, which seems to give it a greater

detached quality. So, it is  not such a difficult

picture to emulate, although you might think

that an image from a mobile phone camera

might be closer to the latest equivalent.
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In this practical guide, Barrington Barber
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The pace of modern life and the
countless images we see every day
discourage us from looking with true
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in Colour shows how we can adjust
our focus to take an absorbing, creative
approach to the world around us.
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