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To my wife and hero, Amanda Waters Foster. 

I love you and all the color you bring to my life!
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Introduction

Growing up, I was in love with magazines. I suppose it was the combina-

tion of high-quality writing and imagery, the glossy pages, and the booklike 

heft of the publications. Like many photographers-to-be, I was drawn to 

the storytelling qualities of National Geographic, but the yellow-bordered 

publication wasn’t the first to catch my eye. I’m not afraid to admit that the 

magazine that attracted me as a youngster was the one and only Popular 

Mechanics. I fondly remember visiting my grandparents’ ranch in central 

Texas, running out to the car shed, and pulling multiple back issues from a 

dusty shelf—issues that may have sat there for a couple of years before I 

got to them. I would spend hours looking at the diagrams and the images, 

occasionally reading a feature on a vehicle manufacturing facility or a 

how-to piece on building the perfect shop desk. For an eight-year-old who 

was into airplanes, classic cars, and inventions, it was the perfect maga-

zine. I was (am still) a bit nerdy, to be honest.
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However, I also remember the magazine having very 
colorful and exciting covers. To this day, when I’m 
asked about my attraction to magazine photography, I 
have to say that I was influenced by the eye-grabbing 
color of Popular Mechanics covers. Over the years, my 
appreciation for color in photographs, cinema, and 
design has only grown, and it’s no wonder why.

As the following text highlights, color is a big deal. It 
always has been, and it always will be. I was fortunate 
early on in my photography career to have the chance 
to build some close relationships with photographers 
known for their ability to capture outstanding light 
and the resulting color. Photographers like Wyman 
Meinzer and Earl Nottingham, to name a couple, were 
very influential in how I actually looked at light and 
the colors it created, how colors played out composi-
tionally in a frame, and especially how they emotion-
ally affected viewers. Their work, along with others, 
showed me just how powerful color might be in my 
own work.

This book, Color, originated in the classroom. Even 
though I recognized the power of color in photogra-
phy and sought it in my work, I never felt like I was 
giving it its due in the introductory photography 
courses I teach at Texas Tech University. We dis-
cussed what color means, but I largely relied on the 

One thing I picked up early on from my influences and 

mentors was to pay attention to unique color, such as 

this electric-blue thunderstorm moving over a West 

Texas wheat field.

ISO 50, 1 sec., f/11, 17mm lens
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students’ studying of other photographers’ work and 
our discussions on great light to inform them about 
seeing color. I eventually decided that color had to 
become a more important piece of the photography 
pie we were creating in those early courses. And so, it 
did. Taking cues from visual and color theory, as well 
as from personal experiences and conversations with 
other photographers and editors, I began to lecture on 
color in depth, from both mechanical and interpretive 
perspectives. In creating these lectures, I started to 
fully realize just how essential of a component color 
was to my own photography and how I used it in con-
junction with other techniques and facets of image 
making. I wanted my students to see color around 
them and learn how to take advantage of it, using it to 
create interesting, storytelling images.

The following chapters have the same intention: to 
push you to think about, see, and photograph great 
color. The book addresses color as a universal part 
of all photography, from landscapes to portraits and 
everything in between. This is not a theory book 
(although color theory is addressed early on), but 
rather a resource for photographers as they become 
intentional image-makers with an ever-expanding 
and informing knowledge toolbox. Color is discussed 
from four primary perspectives: the value of color to 
our work as photographers, the mechanics of color, 

Red to convey energy, white to represent innocence, 

and green to indicate nature and growth—colors 

bundled into this fitting photograph of my two-year-

old daughter, Eva.

ISO 100, 1/2500 sec., f/2.8, 34mm lens
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the universal and cultural interpretive nature of color, and positioning yourself 
as a photographer to capture great color. The book points out why looking at 
color abstractly helps in creating great composition and visual depth, as well 
as how certain colors can pull on emotional strings, adding another compo-
nent of story to content-filled frames. 

Color also identifies situations that are practically great for capturing good 
color, as well as some techniques to intentionally introduce color. It closes 
with a set of photography “best practices” the learning shooter can imme-
diately implement on the camera and computer to have as much control as 
possible over color from the beginning. I draw upon my experience as an edi-
torial, travel, and environmental portrait photographer (and the images reflect 
that), but the issues discussed apply to all areas of photography.

It probably goes without saying that a book about color runs the risk of stating 
a few things that seem extremely prescriptive. Aside from the science behind 
color, the plain and simple of it is: Color is subjective. As photographers, we 
have to make many decisions about the images we make (sometimes before 
we even go on location), and color is but one of those most human of deci-
sions. This is also the beauty of color in photography—it affects people. 
Certain colors compel some folks more than others. Although large amounts 
of bright, dominant colors annoy a good many people, they are attractive 
to just as many others. To be completely objective about color is to take the 
human element out of the issue, and last I checked, photographers, and those 
who view our work, are human. Upon reading Chapters 5 and 6, which are 
built around interpreting color, it is OK if you disagree with my thoughts, or 
even more important, if you can identify more meaning than I do in those 
colors discussed. The chapters provide a more universal approach to deriving 
meaning from color, but they are appropriately inexhaustive. It is impossible 
to be otherwise.

It is also imperative to state that this is not a book about printing or manip-
ulating color in post-processing software. It is about seeing and interpret-
ing the color that we photograph and use to tell stories and convey feeling. 
Although this book dives into an area of photography that is much larger than 
just shooting, it focuses more on the actual photographic activity than the 
post-production side of things. I’m of the belief that in order to make the most 
of color in post, you must make the most of color beforehand. And though I 
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don’t want to sound like some old curmudgeon about post-processing color, 
I emphasize seeing it photographically. However, I also believe that many of 
the principles this book touches on can be integrated into a post-processing 
workflow that entails some or even heavy color manipulation.

Ultimately, the book is a statement of how powerful color can be for your own 
photography. It is about being aware of it in nature and capturing what you 
experience for others to see as well. Finally, it is about becoming deeply famil-
iar with how color works and employing it to tell great visual stories.





CHAPTER 4

Create Visual 
Depth with Color

There’s no hiding it. We photographers are working with a two- 

dimensional medium. We print our images on paper, and we look at 

them on flat digital screens. We can’t reach into the image and walk 

through it. Luckily, our eyes are magnificent organisms, and they  

perceive depth and dimension. 

Colors help us construct that dimension, from both a visual and a  

conceptual or interpretive perspective (the latter of which will be  

dis cussed in the next two chapters). Knowledge of color theory helps 

photographers build an eye for existing color, construct environments 

that use color to command the viewer’s atten tion, and enhance a 

sense of dimension in an otherwise flat medium.

ISO 200, 1/50 sec., f/4, 60mm lens
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A QUICK NOTE ABOUT USING
COLOR THEORY
This chapter introduces certain terminology that you have probably been 
familiar with since elementary school. But as with most discussions of theory, 
color theory can be tricky to put into practice. Studio photographers or shoot-
ers who create entire environments from scratch offer examples of how to put 
such principles into practice, since they construct the photographic situation.

For this type of photography, much of what is about to be discussed can be 
put into action in any number of ways. If you’re a photographer who docu-
ments what you see more than sets it up, color theory is still relevant, even 
if your goal is to create more naturalistic images, regardless of what color 
happens to be in your frame. Having a minimal understanding of color theory 
influences how you see the environment in which you are shooting. It helps 
you guide the eye of the viewer in ways that the previous chapter discusses, 
especially when it comes to composition. 

With that being said, let’s dive in, shall we?

THE COLOR WHEEL
I once heard that spending any amount of time studying color theory places 
you in a special club that the majority of photographers never try to join. I’m 
not sure how true that statement is, but I do know that color theory seems 
to intimidate folks, mostly because of the “T” word. I can sympathize. It’s not 
the sexiest thing to talk or to think about. However, I do believe that having 
a bit of theory in your back pocket at the very least makes you a more aware 
photographer, whether you are shooting commercial work in the studio or 
photo-walking around the neighborhood.

Probably the most notable fundamental of color theory is the color wheel 
(FIGURE 4.1). This wheel is a circular depiction of all the colors in existence 
along a continuum, each transitioning into the colors on either side of it. 
Picture the color temperature graphic from the previous chapter turned into 
a circle where the two ends meet. That is exactly what the color wheel looks 
like. Clear as mud, right?
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Let’s simplify it a bit. Think back to grade school when you first learned about 
color. There are three primary colors: red, blue, and yellow. This is a departure 
from the red, green, and blue with which we are familiar in creating digital 
color. We’re now talking about color produced on a physical medium, be it 
on a wall, on a plant, or on someone’s clothing. We’re also talking about how 
color is produced on paper in a mass printing process. Now, with red, blue, 
and yellow as our primary colors, we can create more—called secondary 
colors—by mixing them together. Yellow and red produce orange, red and 
blue produce purple, and blue and yellow produce green. Likewise, if we mix 
secondary colors with primary colors, we produce tertiary colors, and so on. 
The point of this is that when you place red, blue, and yellow opposite each 
other, like you would on the points of a triangle, and in circular fashion try 
to fill in all of the colors in between these primaries, you will essentially be 
creating a color wheel.

The question, though, is: What can the color wheel tell us photographers? 
Quite a bit, actually. Let’s consider a few more color terms.

Yellow

Purple

RedBlue

Green Orange

primary

complementary

complementary complementary

primaryprimary

FIGURE 4.1 A traditional color 

wheel is composed of primary, 

secondary, and tertiary colors, 

and each color serves as the 

complement of the opposite 

color across the wheel.
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Analogous Color

Take a look around you. More than likely, you’re sit-
ting, standing, or lying down in an environment largely 
made up of similar colors. If you are indoors, look at 
the color of the wall paint, then look at the trim paint. 
Notice any similarities? Better yet, if you are outdoors 
in nature, you are exposed to large amounts of color 
that tend to be the same. When we simply break it 
down, a lush forest is made up of a variety of greens, 
while a desert is made up of different reds, oranges, 
or yellows, or a combination of all three. These types 
of environments comprise analogous colors that for the 
most part are close to each other on the color wheel.

Analogous colors are naturally harmonious. They 
are not difficult to look at together, even if all of the 
colors take up similar amounts of space. In a way, 
analogous colors are mesmerizing, keeping you pulled 
into the palette, never really allowing your eye to stray 
too much. I love filling up the frame with analogous 
colors, such as layers of the landscape in the early 
morning (FIGURE 4.2) or macro textures of plants 
(FIGURE 4.3) and other materials (FIGURE 4.4). 

Do I think about layering analogous colors when I 
compose these shots? Usually not consciously—it’s 
second nature to me, and it will become second 
nature to you. But at times when I’m trying to make a 
studio image work, or when I’m simply hiking through 
dense grassland, it pops into my mind.

FIGURE 4.2 Layers of land in the Texas Hill 

Country appear as various hues of orange, all 

of which are analogous to each other on the 

theoretical color wheel.

ISO 100, 1/500 sec., f/5.6, 400mm lens
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FIGURE 4.3 This lush farm field in Scotland is made up of different greens 

and some yellows, all tightly related colors.

ISO 100, 1/800 sec., f/2, 50mm lens
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FIGURE 4.4 Finding analogous color simply takes exploration. With the exception of the 

obviously green bottle sticking out, the bulk of this shot is rather blue.

ISO 200, 1/320 sec., f/5.6, 35mm lens
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Complementary Colors

Arguably the most recognizable and yet the most misused term in color 
 theory is complementary color. Although analogous colors seem to com-
plement each other in a scene, technically they lack the contrast to do so. 
Instead, when referencing the color wheel, complementary colors are those 
directly opposite each other, as if you were drawing a straight line from one 
to or through the other. For example, green is the complementary color to 
red, orange is the complementary color to blue (FIGURE 4.5), and purple is the 
complementary color to yellow. You’ll notice that primary colors are not  
the complements to other primaries.

The opposition that complementary colors create becomes useful when we 
want something to really jump out at the viewer. We are first attracted to a 
particular color if it is paired well with its complement, or a color close to its 
complement. Blue and yellow, for example, is a popular combination of colors 
that are near complementary to each other (FIGURE 4.6). Complementary 
colors are said to vibrate against each other, and this vibration is often what 
pulls us to the two colors. 

When complementary colors that are equal in intensity are placed next to 
each other, the line that separates them has vibrance. When you concentrate 
on that line, the colors seem to move back and forth in each other’s space. 
This is more difficult to visualize when looking at one block of color next 
to another, but if you look at many thin lines of complementary colors put 
together, the vibration is easily noted. 

Need a good resource for this type of effect? Google Bridget Riley, one of the 
most well-known artists who employ the use of vibrating colors alongside 
unique form.

However, complementary colors can also present visual issues. When seen 
in large amounts together, opposite colors can be quite jarring. With vibrance 
also comes the potential for dissonance. Even though they are popular around 
the holidays, red and green can sometimes cause visual anxiety. There’s a 
reason that you don’t often see red type on green backgrounds, or vice versa. 
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FIGURE 4.5 The complementary 

colors blue and orange found on the 

side of an old store wall, situated as 

if they were meant to oppose each 

other.

ISO 200, 1/1000 sec., f/4, 35mm lens

FIGURE 4.6 Even though blue and 

yellow are not complete opposites, 

the two are far enough apart to 

vibrate well between each other. 

They are also two of the most 

popular colors to use like this.

ISO 50, 1/200 sec., f/9, 60mm lens
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Complementary colors are extremely popular in general, but you will usually 
see one color taking up more real estate than the other (FIGURE 4.7). Other-
wise, the viewer might be overwhelmed. Visually, complementary colors are 
less harmonious than analogous colors and therefore work the eye out more. 
Having two equal amounts of complementary color creates tension. Expe-
rienced photographers often decide to compose in a way that relieves that 
tension while also directing visual attention to the most important subject 
matter in the shot.

DOMINANT AND RECESSIVE COLOR
As we discussed in the previous chapter, some colors simply demand more 
visual attention than others. When we look at the visual electromagnetic 
spectrum, colors with longer wavelengths are those that grab our attention 
faster than those with shorter wavelengths. Likewise, these are the colors 
that are “cooler” on the Kelvin scale but visually “warmer.” Reds and oranges 
reach our eyes before blues, greens, and purples (violets). As a whole, these 
colors dominate visual attention.

FIGURE 4.7 Finding complemen-

tary colors in architecture, such as 

the red and green surrounding this 

door in Cordoba, Spain, is a matter 

of being observant, but one color of 

the two is usually minimized (green) 

(opposite page).

ISO 100, 1/80 sec., f/16, 60mm lens

SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT

The terms hue, tint, shade, and tone are sometimes 
confused or misused, so let’s go over them here. 
 Hue is often synonymous with the word color, and 
it refers to a root designation of color that occurs on 
the color wheel. For example, indigo is rooted in blue; 
therefore, one might say it is a hue of blue. A hue is 
a pure color that can be affected by the other three 
terms: tint, shade, and tone.
 Tint is created by adding white to a color. Red, for 
example, becomes a pastel-like pink when white is 
added, essentially making the original color lighter. 
Tint is not a term you hear tossed around in the pho-
tography world much.
 Shade results from adding black to a particular 
color. Shading, thus, darkens an original color. Shade 

might be the most confusing term of all, since it is 
common to hear someone say, “I want a shade of 
blue,” or “Let’s make that red a shade lighter,” when 
they probably mean to refer to a color’s hue.
 Tone refers to the addition of neutral gray to any 
color. The resulting color is softer than the original, 
and it can be said that both tinting and shading are 
also ways of toning colors.
 All four terms are commonly used by painters, 
since they mix their own colors. However, knowing the 
vernacular of color, even if it is just inside your head, 
often sets your mind at the ready to see the variations 
and photograph them more effectively. It also makes 
for some dinner table trivia in case you run out of 
things to talk about.

SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT
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For photographers, this is where seeing and being 
prepared for color really start to come into play. 
Simply put, dominant colors advance, while recessive 
colors, well, recede (FIGURE 4.8). Dominant colors are 
bold and engaging, much like the primary colors on 
the color wheel. However, the degree to which a color 
has dominance is determined by the color or colors 
with which it is combined. Picture the two colors blue 

FIGURE 4.8 The red chair dominates the 

light and dark greens behind it, strongly 

pushing the main subject of the shot—the 

girl in the white dress—to the front of 

the shot.

ISO 200, 1/200 sec., f/2.8, 110mm lens

and yellow, both primary on the color wheel. In any 
amount, pure yellow will always hit the eye before 
pure blue (FIGURE 4.9). Pure red is simply one of 
those colors that dominates just about anything. 

Often, dominant colors are minimized in architecture 
and clothing, acting as accent colors. Depending on 
which color is used, some dominant ones can take 



FIGURE 4.9 The color and the 

texture in the winter sky are 

visually interesting, but the yellow 

and gold in the grasses advance 

toward our eyes faster, technically 

providing the color-layered shot 

depth.

ISO 100, 1/40 sec., f/10, 17mm lens

away from an environment, and subsequently an image, by increasing the 
amount of visual anxiety a viewer experiences (FIGURE 4.10). In many cases, 
dominant colors are provided less real estate in a photographic frame for just 
this reason. There is no rigid rule about this, though—it is an aesthetic choice, 
not doctrine. 

The science behind dominant colors isn’t necessarily anything new to you, 
considering the information in the previous chapter, but it is not the only thing 



FIGURE 4.10 The yellow reflections and warmer 

colors making up the patina of the woodwork in this 

Spanish cathedral are overridden by the extremely 

bright and distractive yellow in the sculpted 

stonework behind it (above).

ISO 800, 1/30 sec., f/4, 40mm lens

FIGURE 4.11 Red is one of the strongest colors. 

The large amount of red wall present in the frame 

behind the guitarist “casts” a red glaze over the 

entire image (right).

ISO 200, 1/30 sec., f/2.8, 70mm lens
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FIGURE 4.12 The dominating 

orange of the boat and coach 

advances off of the blues and 

browns in the water, and it works 

as a strong foreground color in 

this encompassing frame of the 

environment.

ISO 100, 1/2000 sec., f/2.8, 70mm lens

worth considering about dominant and recessive colors either. Dominant 
colors also tend to influence the perception of color around them. A lot of red 
in a frame might deceive our eyes into thinking other colors in the image also 
contain more red (FIGURE 4.11). A large blue sky taking up three-quarters or 
more of an image may cool down other colors, such as greens and browns. 
Certain colorcasts that might be perceived simply may be the result of one 
dominant color in the frame.

This is useful information when it comes to composing photographs, par-
ticularly those with a relatively large amount of subject matter that are not 
similar in shape or form. Dominant colors like saturated reds or bright blues 
might advance toward the eye from the background, but if the most import-
ant subject matter in the frame is “dressed” in such a color, compose it in the 
foreground to indicate its significance, both visually and as part of the image’s 
story (FIGURE 4.12). The farther away this subject is in a complex frame, the 
less likely the viewer will find it efficiently. 
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FIGURE 4.13 Two 

colors—green and 

purple, a dominant and 

recessive color—are all 

that is needed to create 

interest in an image.

ISO 200, 1/320 sec., f/2.8, 

100mm lens
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Nonetheless, using what we know about forms, such as dots, we can also 
strongly compose a simple image with one dominant and one recessive color. 
Many successful images simplify the environment in which they were made, 
the content in the shot, and even the technique used by the photographer. 
Using just two or three different colors to draw the viewer in can be very pow-
erful, particularly if a dominant color is pushing forward meaningful subject 
matter (FIGURE 4.13).

CONTRAST
As a way to make this jaunt into color theory especially relevant for us pho-
tographers, it is probably valuable to relate it to contrast. We know contrast 
to be the difference between light values. Extremely full contrast is the 
opposition shared between complete black and complete white. To say cer-
tain colors have this much contrast is a stretch, but colors contrast because 
without light, they would not exist (FIGURE 4.14). Analogous colors contrast 
very little when they are of the same intensity, and complementary colors 
contrast quite a bit. When colors change in shade or tone, even more contrast 
can be introduced.

FIND COLOR THEORY IN NATURE

Much of what is relevant in color theory is revealed in 
what we see around us. If you delve into nature pho-
tography like I do, you’re privy to seeing color theory 
play out in the plants, the sky, the weather, and animal 
life. No photographer had to arrange the scene—it’s 
simply there for the viewing. You’ll see a great deal of 
analogous colors, such as different hues of greens and 
yellows in grassy plants and even among animals that 
blend in with their backgrounds. You’ll also be able 
to identify colors that contrast greatly against each 
other, such as bright, energetic red, yellow, and orange 
flower petals that vibrate against darker greens, reds, 
and browns. Different layers of the landscape will 

reveal different relationships between color that we 
can reference with knowledge of color theory.
 The next time you are out shooting nature-oriented 
images, spend some time concentrating on observing 
how basics of color theory are all around you. Key in 
on this imagery, and you’ll appreciate working with 
color even more than you already do. Of course, you 
don’t necessarily have to visit the great outdoors to 
study color theory with a camera in hand. You can put 
theory to practice in any setting! But nature has done 
a lot of the color composition for you and has plenty to 
teach about what works.

FIND COLOR THEORY IN NATURE
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Contrast in light, or in this case, color, is a great way 
to create dimension in images. One of the first things 
to look for when you enter into any photographic sit-
uation is where the light and shadows fall. When you 
see shadows, you know that when they’re positioned 
well in the frame, you can create a sense of a third 
dimension—depth—in the shot. Similar to the way 
that the difference between light and shadows builds 
dimension, when two contrasting colors are next to 
each other in a frame—they may be stacked or one 
may surround the other—they can contribute to the 
sense of depth in a shot (FIGURE 4.15).

SENSORY OVERLOAD
Speaking of theory, it is also important to keep in 
mind that sometimes color can be too much to take in 
adequately. We’ve all walked into a boutique or store 
that was an attack on the senses: the scent of a thou-
sand types of potpourri wafted through the air, the 
store was so crowded with products that you barely 
had a way to get through to the counter, and the décor 
was so over the top that your eyes were crossing. 
After leaving, you might have felt you had just been  
to a carnival (FIGURE 4.16).

FIGURE 4.14 Like light and shadow, the simple transition in 

tones of the dominating gold on the goose’s body provide it 

form, while the contrast between that gold and the blue in the 

water helps separate the subject from its environment (left).

ISO 400, 1/1600 sec., f/2.8, 400mm lens

FIGURE 4.15 The difference between brightly and dimly lit areas 

equates to a difference in the intensity of color. The contrast 

between Sam and the areas behind him are noticed in light and 

color, lending visual depth to this stacking of abstract color 

(below left).

ISO 200, 1/125 sec., f/2, 18mm lens



FIGURE 4.16 An 

upholstery store in 

Seville, Spain, is a visual 

feast of color—almost to 

the point of confusion.

ISO 400, 1/30 sec., f/5.6, 
24mm lens



66 COLOR: A Photographer’s Guide to Directing the Eye, Creating Visual Depth, and Conveying Emotion

Stacking color upon different color in a frame can often be 
an image’s downfall, especially when those colors create 
either too much visual vibration or contrast too much 
(FIGURE 4.17). There’s no definitive amount of how much 
is too much. It is more of a feeling you get when shooting. 
More accurately, it is a feeling you get when looking. Often, 
great images are those with only a few, if only one, dom-
inant subject matter, one dominant color, and one or two 
other colors that provide context and background.

This isn’t to say that many colors can’t go together well in 
a frame. When dealing with lots of colors, it might be more 
important to consider more strongly your composition. 
Colors can be harmonious, whether they are analogous 
or complementary, but they can also be visually chaotic. 
Chaos can be controlled, though (FIGURE 4.18). Think about 
tie-dye. Typical tie-dye contains most of the colors present 
on the color wheel, but it is methodical. It has a certain 
compositional pattern that makes it work. A lot of color is 
not something to shy away from, necessarily, but it helps 
to be fully aware of how it can be physically manipulated or 
composed to make an image stronger.

FIGURE 4.17 Layers and stacks of complementary, 

heavily vibrating colors at a popular market in Madrid 

can create visual dissonance. 

ISO 400, 1/50 sec., f/2.8, 50mm lens



CHAPTER 4: Create Visual Depth with Color   67



68 COLOR: A Photographer’s Guide to Directing the Eye, Creating Visual Depth, and Conveying Emotion

MOVING FORWARD
There is a long history of research on the creation 
of color and its physical and physiological effects on 
the human body. The past few chapters have dealt 
with how thinking about color mechanically can help 
build strong images. There’s no doubt this is useful 
information, and seeing it successfully put to use is 
gratifying as an image-maker. However, the mechan-
ics, much like everything in photography, are but one 
part of the image formula. 

I believe nuts and bolts are necessary, and we’ll never 
stop learning the ins and outs of our technique and 
the science behind what makes images technically 
work, but to create images with an emphasis only on 
the mechanics and the science is restrictive. Visual 
connection is also made on an emotional, interpre-
tive level that is wrapped up in what the content of 
the images means, personally and on a social and 
cultural level.

From this point on, we’ll bridge the gap between the 
science and the technical elements of color and what 
it powerfully does for us as photographers, and the 
meaning behind many colors that stand out to us on a 
daily basis. The next section moves from the objec-
tive to the subjective way of looking at and working 
with color.

FIGURE 4.18 Tulips and other extremely colorful flowers are 

planted each spring at the university where I teach. Although 

such color combinations could be excessive in other contexts, 

the pattern and design here make for a wonderful show of 

seasonal color in a semi-arid ecosystem.

ISO 400, 1/100 sec., f/16, 17mm lens
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4-H clubs, 133
8-bit files, 202–204
14-bit files, 204

A
accent colors, 58
accent lights, 171, 173
accordion player, 245
Adobe

Bridge, 187
Camera Raw, 187 (See also Raw file 

format)
HSL controls, 216
Lightroom, 187, 216, 226
Photoshop, 187, 216, 218, 226
RGB color space, 206–207

affecting color, 175–199
with artificial light, 187–197
with exposure, 197–199
with white balancing, 176–187

aggressive colors, 74, 76, 82, 130
ambient light, 169
American flag, 130–131, 144
American West, 127
Amsterdam

boats, 140, 141
hotel, 32
market, 118

analogous colors, 50–53, 57, 63
anxiety, 95
apple blossoms, 107, 165
arches, 210
architecture. See also buildings

and blue color palette, 79
complementary colors in, 56
energetic colors in, 125
minimizing dominant colors in, 58
orange glow in, 98
reflections in, 60
small dots of color in, 32

artificial light, 169–173, 187–197
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atmospheric debris, 148
Austin skyline, 83
Avedon, Richard, 108

B
babies, 225, 237
banding, 204
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bars, 171
Batdorff, John, 236
Bellantoni, Patti, 104
best practices

after shutter clicks, 214–221
before shutter clicks, 202–213

Big Bend National Park, 148–149
bikers, 33, 80, 161
birds, 99
bit depth, 204
bits, 202–204
black, 109–110, 111, 133
black-and-white conversion, 227–229, 

234, 238–239
Black and White: From Snapshots to Great 

Shots (Batdorff), 236
black-and-white photography, 223–245

camera settings for, 226
and high-contrast lighting, 230–233
and mirrorless cameras, 240
resources, 236
simplicity of, 223
simplifying, 233–237
vs. color, 6–8, 227–229, 244–245

black-and-white plug-ins, 226, 236
blue, 79–83, 178
bluebonnets, 218–219
blue hour, 155–157, 158
boats, 140
boots, 75, 78
bottles, 52–53
bridal portraits, 33
Bridge, 187
bright colors, 30, 33, 39

buildings. See also architecture
and blue color palette, 79
orange glow from inside, 98
public, 125
residential, 121, 122, 124
and rule of thirds, 39
small dots of color in, 32

C
Caldwell, Don, 104
calibration

monitor, 214–215
printer, 215
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Camera Raw, 187. See also Raw file 

format
cameras

creative controls for, 208–211
how they work, 23–24
lens considerations, 212
mirrorless, 240

candle flames, 21
Canon

lenses, 212
Picture Styles, 208–211
Speedlites, 188

carnival rides, 203, 225
cars, 44–45, 77
Cartier-Bresson, Henri, 241
cathedral, 60
cave, 193
cheerleaders, 136
Chihuahuan Desert Bike Fest, 161
children, x–xi, 107, 185, 225, 227, 237
Christian symbols, 104, 133
church, 194–195
cityscapes, 157
Clarity control, 216, 217, 226
clothing, 11, 12, 15, 58, 78, 82
clouds, 6, 40, 162–163, 217
Cloudy white balance, 177, 178, 181
CMYK color space, 206, 215
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coffee shops, 171
color

bright vs. dark, 30, 33, 39
checking accuracy of, 215
composing with, 39–45
controlling, 175–176
cool vs. warm, 18, 21, 25, 57
creating visual depth with, 47
cultural meaning of, 8–11, 12, 113  

(See also cultural color)
cultural perception of, 130–139
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dominant vs. recessive, 57–63
emotional nature of, 11, 17, 73–74, 110
guiding the eye with, 29–30, 39, 48
how human eye detects, 23–24
interpretation of, 21
large areas of, 35
meanings associated with specific, 

73–111
muted vs. vibrant, 14
personality (See color personality)
photography (See color 

photography)
physiological response to, 12
power of, ix, xiii, 5, 8
removing, 6–8
science behind, 18–21, 23–24, 59
scouting for, 173
selective use of, 33
small dots of, 33, 36
and storytelling, 12–14
subjectivity of, xii, 21, 74, 110
terminology, 57
training eye for, 38
as universal language, 8–12
vibrating, 54, 63, 66, 224
ways of understanding, 18–21

colorcasts, 61, 164, 171, 176
color channels, 204
color consultant, 104
color-correction gels, 188–189. See also 

gels
colorimeters, 215
ColorMunki, 215

color overload, 224–227
color personality, 74–111

black, 109–110, 111
blue, 79–83
green, 84–89
orange, 97–101
purple, 101–105
red, 74–79
white, 107–108
yellow, 90–95

color photography, 201–221
and Adobe RGB color space, 

206–207
best practices

after shutter clicks, 214–221
before shutter clicks, 202–213

compression considerations, 
218–221

and contrast adjustments, 216–218
and film selection, 214
introduction of, 18
and ISO setting, 211
lens considerations, 212
and monitor calibration, 214–215
and post-processing, 216–218
and sensory overload, 224
shooting in Raw, 202–205
and Standard vs. Neutral Picture 

Style, 208–211
vs. black-and-white, 6–8, 227–229, 

244–245
color pop, 12, 30
color proofing, 215
color saturation, 197, 204, 209, 211, 216
color temperature, 21, 171–173, 176–187
color theory, xi, 48, 63
color wheel, 48–49
commercial photographers, 76
community organizations, 133
complementary colors, 49, 54–57, 66, 

224
composition, 39–45
compression formats, 218–220
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contrast, 54, 63–64, 216–218, 230–233
controlling color, 175–199. See also color 

photography
with artificial light, 187–197
with exposure, 197–199
with white balancing, 176–187

cool colors, 18, 21, 25, 57, 83
cotton field, 144–145, 240–241
cowardice, 95
cowboys, 126, 151
crosses, 106
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flags, 130–131
food, 114–119
housing, 121–125
local culture, 141–145
subcultures, 133–139

cyclists, 33, 80, 161

D
Daguerre, Louis, 6, 8
dance halls, 171
dark colors, 30
Datacolor Spyder4Elite, 215
Daylight white balance, 177, 178, 183
death, 104, 110
Depot District, 142
depth, visual, 30, 47
depth of field, 159
Desert Bike Fest, 161
desert scenes, 106
diagonal lines, 42
digital photography, 199, 214, 236. 

See also black-and-white 
photography

dimension, 64
dissonance, 54
dominant color, 57–63, 66
doorways, 56, 152
dots, 33, 36, 63
dynamic range, 6, 150
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H
happiness, 90, 130
Heisler, Gregory, 191
high-contrast lighting, 230–233
highlights

black, for film noir look, 109
in black-and-white shots, 229, 230
blown out, 150, 197
in blue-hour shots, 155
overexposed, 230

Holly, Buddy, 142
horses, 143, 151
housing, 121–125
HSL controls, 216
hue, 57, 216

I
i1 Display Pro, 215
If It’s Purple, Someone’s Gonna Die 

(Bellantoni), 104
images. See also photographs

black-and-white vs. color, 6–8, 
244–245

building colorful, 44–45
composing with color, 39–45
decluttering, 6
how color affects, 12
nature-oriented, 63
over- vs. underexposing, 197–199
simplifying, 233–237
white-balancing, 176–187

incandescent light bulbs, 171, 173, 187
Incandescent white balance, 189
interpretation, color, 21
Isle of Skye sunset, 35
ISO settings, 211
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Jesus Christ, 105
John Deere, 86
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contrast setting for, 218
dominant and recessive colors in, 62
leading the eye with colorful, 42
lighting considerations for, 153
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and selective color, 33
tension-creating color in, 38
as visual treat, 10, 11
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foliage, 37, 41, 84, 85, 167
food, 114–115
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formality, 110
frames, 42, 44
From Oz to Kansas (Versace), 236
Fujichrome Velvia, 6, 197, 244
Fujifilm X-E1, 240

G
gangs, 133
gardens, 34. See also flowers
gelled spotlights, 195
gels, 188–197

CTO vs. CTB, 191
experimenting with, 197
terminology, 191
ways of using, 188–197

glass filters, 212
glossy magazines, vii–ix
golden hour, 148–155, 159, 235
golfer, 138
graduation photograph, 141
graffiti, 138–139
grain, 211
green, 85–89, 133
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guiding the eye, 29–30, 39, 48
guitar player, 170, 207

E
earthy colors, 97
edginess, 110
educational institutions, 135. See also 
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Eizo monitors, 215
electromagnetic spectrum, 23, 30, 57
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emotions, 11, 17, 73–74
energetic colors, 90, 97
entertainer, 23
environmental color, 169–171
environmental conditions, 147–173

artificial light, 169–173
blue hour, 155–157
golden hour, 148–150
not-so-golden hour, 150–155
seasons, 165–169
sky, 161–164
water, 157–161

Erwitt, Elliot, 224
Euro-American style, 128
evil, 109
exposure, 197–199
eyes

guiding with color, 29–30, 39, 48
how color is detected by, 23–24
training for color, 38

F
fair midway, 203, 225
fall colors, 167
farmers’ markets, 114, 118–119
fashion, 79, 128. See also clothing
file compression, 218–221
film noir, 109
film selection, 6, 214, 244
filters, 212
fine-art photographer, 236
fire hydrants, 20
fisherman, 186
flags, 8, 9, 130–131, 144
flames, 21
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New Mexico
architecture, 125
doorway, 152
landscape, 233
moonrise, 243

Niépce, Joseph, 8
Nikon

Picture Control, 208, 209
Speedlights, 188

Nik Silver Efex Pro, 226, 236
nobility, 91
noise, 211, 224
Nottingham, Earl, ix

O
oil-field workers, 231
okra, 119
online-based printers, 215
opposition, 109
orange, 97–101
overexposed film, 197–199

P
pathways, 42–43
peace, 91, 107
personality. See color personality
photo essays, 14
photographers

commercial, 76
fine-art, 236
landscape, 158, 161
sports, 220
street, 161
studio, 48
wildlife, 148

photographs. See also images
black-and-white (See black-and-

white photography)
color (See color photography)
creating visual depth in, 30
noticing how color affects, 38
scouting locations for, 173
shadows in, 30
simplifying, 233–237

M
macro images, 153
Madrid

market, 66
Plaza Mayor, 125
residence, 124
street, 129
Temple of Debod, 159
traditional clothing, 129

magazines, vii–ix
margarita, 116
Maxwell, James Clerk, 18
McNally, Joe, 191
Mediterranean tapas, 114–115
Meinzer, Wyman, ix
Mexico

accordion player, 245
cocktail, 116
flag, 130
landscapes, 41, 237

Midnight Matador, 142
mirrorless cameras, 240
mixing colors, 49, 57
monitor calibration, 214–215
monochromatic images, 8. See also 

black-and-white photography
moonrise, 243
mother-daughter silhouette, 232
mountains, 41, 80–81, 148–149
mourning, 104, 110
MPIX, 215
muscle cars, 44–45
music, 133, 134–135
musicians, 104, 170, 207, 245
muted colors, 14

N
national flags, 130–131, 144
National Geographic, vii
natural light, 169
nature photography, 63
negative emotions, 109
neon lights, 169, 171
Netherlands, 118, 141
Neutral Picture Style, Canon, 208–211

Kelvin (K) scale, 21, 57, 187
kitchens, 123
kite, 91

L
Landscape Picture Style, Canon, 208
landscapes

analogous colors in, 50–51
black-and-white vs. color, 228, 233
blue hour, 154–155, 158
blue shadows in, 80–81
golden-hour, 148–149
green in, 88–89
high-contrast lighting in, 230
twilight, 41
white-balancing, 176, 177, 179

layering colors, 50, 66
leading lines, 42–43
leaves, 37, 84, 167. See also foliage
lenses, 212
Lester, Paul Martin, 18
Liano Estacado, 142
light, 30, 63–64, 87, 123
lighting, 147–173

artificial, 169–173, 187–197
blue hour, 155–157
golden hour, 148–150
high-contrast, 107, 230–233
not-so-golden hour, 150–155
seasons, 165–169
sky, 161–164
water, 157–161

lightness, 216
lightning bolts, 101–103, 143
Lightroom, 187, 216, 226
lines, 42–43
local culture, 141–145
lossless compression formats, 218–220
lossy compression formats, 220
loud colors, 74
low-light photography, 211
Lubbock sky, 142, 143
luminance, 30
luxury, 91
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skin tones, 186, 189
skull, 83
sky, 161–164. See also sunsets

clouds in, 162–163
color and texture in, 59
and color temperature, 21
contrast setting for, 217
describing color of, 21, 23
lightning bolts in, 143
natural colorcast of, 164
nighttime, 144
underexposing, 198

Smith, W. Eugene, 241
Sony NEX-6, 240
sorghum fields, 133
Spain

cathedral, 60
doorway, 56
Jesus Christ painting, 105
Plaza Mayor, 125
residential structures, 122, 124
roofline, 120–121
signature coloration of, 12–13
tapas, 114–115
Temple of Debod, 159
traditional clothing, 129
upholstery store, 65

spectrophotometers, 215
speedlights, 187, 188
sports organizations, 135
sports photography, 220
spotlights, 195
spring colors, 165
Spyder4Elite, 215
sRGB color space, 206
stacking colors, 66
stage lights, 169, 171, 173
Standard Picture Style, Canon, 208–211
storytelling, color’s role in, 12–14
strawberries, 118
street photography, 241, 243, 244
strobes, 187, 188, 191, 195
studio flash systems, 195
studio photographers, 48
subcultures, 113, 133–139

reflections, 30, 60, 157, 159, 235
reflectors, 187
religions, 133
religious figures, 104, 105
religious symbols, 104, 133
residential areas, 121–125
restaurants, 94–95, 117
retina, 23
RGB color space, 206–207
Riley, Bridget, 54
rock ‘n’ roll, 135, 142
rods, 23–24
roping practice, 242
royalty, 104
rule of thirds, 39

S
sadness, 82
Santa Fe

architecture, 125
doorway, 152
moonrise, 243

saturation, 197, 204, 209, 211, 216
saxophone player, 104
schools, 133, 135
science, color, 18–21, 23–24, 59
Scotland

farm field, 52
garden, 34
landscapes, 176, 177, 208–209

scouting locations, 173
seasons, 165–169
secondary colors, 49
seeing red, 76
sensory overload, 64–65
shade, 57, 63, 153
Shade white balance, 177
shadows

adding depth/texture with, 30, 64
in black-and-white photos, 227, 229
in flower shots, 153
in mountain landscape, 80–81
in portraits, 111

simplifying images, 233–237
singer, 23

photography. See also black-and-white 
photography; color photography

black-and-white vs. color, 6–8, 
244–245

concepts of light for, 30
importance of color theory for, 48

photoreceptors, 23–24
Photoshop, 187, 216, 218, 226
Picture Styles, Canon, 208–211
plastic filters, 212
Plaza Mayor, 125
poison ivy, 88
Popular Mechanics, vii, ix
portraits

adding drama to, 150
black-and-white vs. color, 227, 228, 

234, 237
black background for, 111
and color-correction gels, 188
cultural clues in, 117
golden-hour light for, 150
lighting for, 164, 172, 173
red background for, 76
separating subject from background, 

164
shadows in, 111
visual contrast in, 111
white-balancing, 184

post-processing software, xii–xiii, 187, 
197, 216, 220, 221

primary colors, 49
printer calibration, 215
printer profiles, 215
PSDs, 218, 220
purity, 107
purple, 101–105

R
rain, 161
rainbow, 132, 133
ranch scene, 101–103
Raw file format, 187, 202–205, 206, 

208, 217, 226
recessive color, 57–63
red, 74–79, 130
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U-V
underexposing film, 197–199
uniforms, 80
United States flag, 8, 9
upholstery store, 65
Velvia, Fujichrome, 6
Versace, Vincent, 236
vibrance, 54, 216
vibrant colors, 14, 39
vibrating colors, 54, 63, 66, 224
violet, 103, 104
virtue, 107
vision, 23–24
Visual Communication: Images with 

Messages (Lester), 18
visual depth, 30, 47
visual vibration, 66

W
warm colors, 18, 21, 57, 182
warning signage, 18
water, 157–161
wavelengths, 18, 57
wedding dresses, 107
wedding photography, 33
West Texas

seasons, 169
sky, 144, 162
wheat field, viii–ix

white, 106–108
white background, 108
white balance, 21, 171, 176–187
wide-angle lenses, 39, 41
wildlife photographers, 148
windmill, 168
winter colors, 165, 169
workmen, 231

X-Y
X-Rite

ColorMunki, 215
i1 Display Pro, 215

yellow, 90–95
yucca plant, 229

subjectivity, color, xii, 21, 74, 110
summer colors, 166
sunglasses, 110
sunsets

black-and-white vs. color, 238–239
and color science, 18–19
large areas of color in, 35
popularity of, 6
reducing rough color gradients in, 
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reflective color of, 221
strong orange, 99
typical West Texas, 162–163
underexposing, 197

T
tapas, 114–115
telephoto lenses, 39
temperature, color, 21
Texas

cotton field, 240–241
farmer, 183
Hill Country, 50–51, 85, 153
Lubbock sky, 142, 143
sorghum fields, 132, 133
sunsets, 221, 238–239
vineyards building, 213
West Texas sky, 144–145, 162–163

Texas Tech University, ix, 135, 136–137, 
142

theory, color, xi, 48, 63
thirds, rule of, 39
Thomas, Trace, 164
thunderstorms, viii–ix, 6
TIFFs, 218, 220
tint, 57, 187
tone, 57, 63
traditional clothing, 127–129
trees, 40, 43, 167, 235
trends, 135
Tri-X film, 244
trustworthiness, 79, 82
tulips, 68–69
Tungsten white balance, 177, 179, 189
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