
O n e o f t h e m o s t d i s t i n c t i v e t h i n g s a b o u t a n a rt i s t ’s w o r k

i s h i s o r h e r u s e o f c o l o r. U s i n g a c o n s i s t e n t p a l e t t e i s o n e

o f t h e k e y s t o d e v e l o p i n g a s i g n a t u re s t y l e . A n a rt i s t m a y

w o r k w i t h a s i n g l e p a l e t t e f o r a l i f e t i m e . O r, p a l e t t e s m a y

be vary between periods and series. Often, the color

t reatment that works well with the strongest images will

define the palette for an entire series. However, on

occasion, you may find a palette works well with one 

or even a few images but can’t be sustained in a 

c o m p e l l i n g m a n n e r t h ro u g h o u t a n e n t i re s e r i e s o f i m a g e s ;

in this case, consider modifying the palette of the few

w i t h t h e w h o l e i n m i n d . I f a n a rt i s t ’s p a l e t t e i s c o n s t a n t l y

changing from piece to piece their work in general may

seem indecisive, unfocused, or unclear.

An artist's consistent use of color's three essential 

components ( l u m i n o s i t y, hue, and saturation) as well 

as the amount and type of contrast within them are the

keys to successfully structuring a distinctive palette.

Possibilities abound.

A majority of successful palettes use a high degree of

contrast in one component of color, a medium amount

of contrast in a second, and a low amount of contrast

in the third. Rembrandt used a high degree of contrast

i n l u m i n o s i t y, a m e d i u m d e g re e o f c o n t r a s t i n s a t u r a t i o n ,

and a low degree of contrast in hue. Monet used a high

d e g ree of contrast in hue, a medium degree of contrast

i n s a t u r a t i o n , a n d a l o w d e g re e o f c o n t r a s t i n l u m i n o s i t y.

While this “rule” provides a useful set of guidelines,

t h e re a re s i g n i f i c a n t e x c e p t i o n s t o p ro v e i t . A n s e l A d a m s

used a neutral palette with no contrast in two color

components ( hue and saturation) and a high d e g re e o f

c o n t r a s t i n t h e t h i rd (l u m i n o s i ty) . H e n r i M a t i s s e used a

high degree of contrast in all three color components –

l u m i n o s i t y, hue, and saturation.

Consider contrast as energ y. Too little energy tends to

make images lifeless and inert. Too much energy tends

to make images unstable and chaotic. Many diff e re n t

balances can be struck between these two poles. Each

color dynamic has a life and personality of its own.

I t ’s v e ry h e l p f u l t o i d e n t i f y w h a t m a k e s y o u r u s e o f c o l o r

d i s t i n c t i v e o r e v e n u n i q u e . U s e t h e f o l l o w i n g c h a rt t o h e l p

y o u i d e n t i f y y o u r p a l e t t e . Yo u c a n a l s o u s e t h e c h a rt t o

analyze another art i s t ’s palette. Try both; you’ll find that

you will better understand color in general as a re s u l t .
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A R T I S T ’ S  PA L E T T E

U S E  O F  C O L O R
s u p e r- s a t u r a t e d , h i g h , m e d i u m , l o w, s e m i - n e u t r a l , n e u t r a l , v a r i e d

U S E  O F  C O N T R A S T

H U E high, medium, low, none, varied
S AT U R AT I O N high, medium, low, none, varied

L U M I N O S I T Y high, medium, low, none, varied

U S E  O F  L U M I N O S I T Y

K E Y high, medium, low, none, varied

H I G H L I G H T S  light, dark; warm, cool; high saturation, low saturation

L U M I N O S I T Y  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied

H U E  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied

S AT U R AT I O N  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied

M I D T O N E S light, dark; warm, cool; high saturation, low saturation

L U M I N O S I T Y  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied
H U E  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied

S AT U R AT I O N  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied

S H A D O W S light, dark; warm, cool; high saturation, low saturation

L U M I N O S I T Y  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied

H U E  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied

S AT U R AT I O N  C O N T R A S T high, medium, low, none, varied

U S E  O F  S AT U R AT I O N

s u p e r- s a t u r a t e d , h i g h , m e d i u m , l o w, s e m i - n e u t r a l , n e u t r a l , v a r i e d

U S E  O F  H U E

w a rm, cool, varied

full spectrum, split complements, complements, analogous, 

single, varied

q u a d c h rome, trichrome, duochrome, monochrome, varied

p r i m a ry (red, green, blue), secondary (cyan, magenta, yellow), 

t e rt i a ry (orange, purple, brown), earthtones, semineutrals, 
neutrals, varied

imbalanced, balanced, dominant, accent, varied

S P E C I F I C  H U E S

How frequently do you tend to use specific hues?

R E D a lot, some, a little, none

O R A N G E a lot, some, a little, none 

Y E L L O W a lot, some, a little, none

G R E E N a lot, some, a little, none
B L U E  a lot, some, a little, none

P U R P L E a lot, some, a little, none

B R O W N a lot, some, a little, none

B L A C K a lot, some, a little, none

G R AY  a lot, some, a little, none

W H I T E a lot, some, a little, none

Add specifics if useful ( i.e. dark red, light red, saturated red, reduced saturation red)
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