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THE THEORY OF COLOUR

INTRODUCTION

Colour plays a crucial role in our daily lives, providing us with information about our
surroundings and facilitating our comprehension of complex visual information, such as
that seen in traffic signs and geographical maps (Hanson, 2017). A lot of experts started
to develop colour theories to understand the colour in an efficient way which is detailed
in this booklet.

In Bhutan, colours are employed for more than just aesthetic purposes; they also serve
as a means of identification. For instance, the colour of scarves that various dignitaries
wear makes it easier to identify the distinction without having to ask about their roles.
The national dress of Bhutan (Gho and Kira) comes in a variety of colours, and they are
distinguished by the hues and patterns employed by the designers. Therefore, colour is
imperative for both identification and differentiation.

Every designer in various disciplines aims to provide the most appealing and authentic
results, which necessitates a thorough understanding of colour theory. I, therefore,
hope that this booklet will be able to assist people working in a variety of professions in
recognizing and understanding various colours and their roles in designing.

| would like to express my gratitude to the Smithsonian Institution for the financial
support as well as Dr. Joseph Lo from the Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage
(CFCH), Smithsonian Institution, who wrote the contents of the booklet, without whom
this would not have been feasible. | would also like to wholeheartedly thank Ms.
Jacqueline Cho who advised us on the design of this booklet.

RN 0. Doy

Aum Rinzin O. Dorji
Executive Director
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THE COLOUR
WHEEL R

A colour wheel is a circular arrangement of
hues, close to the order of how colours are
represented in the light colour spectrum. It is
an important and commonly used instrument
for all artists and designers for mixing,
determining and selecting colours. &
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THE THEORY OF COLOUR

Primary
Colours

A Primary Colour is a
colour that cannot be made
from any other colours;
they are the base colours
for mixing all other colours.
Primary colours are Red,
Yellow and Blue.
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Secondary
Colours

A Secondary Colouris a
colour that can be created
when any 2 primary colours
are mixed.

There are 3 secondary
colours - Orange, Green
and Purple

Red + Yellow = Orange
Yellow + Blue = Green
Blue + Red = Violet
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Tertiary
Colours

These are the colours
formed by mixing a primary
and a secondary colour of
equal amounts.

For example:
Red + Violet = Red-Violet
Red + Orange= Red-Orange

Yellow + Orange = Yellow-
Orange
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THE COMPOSITION OF COLOUR
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Colours are always defined by 3 qualities: Hue, Value and

Chroma.

Hue

The terms “colour” and “hue” are different. Colour refers

to all colours including black, white and grey. “Hue” is the
origin of the colour we see. It is the base of the colour seen
and is always one of the 6 primary and secondary colours on
the colour wheel. For examples, Blue, Orange, and Yellow.
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Chroma/
Saturation/
Intensity

Chroma is the amount of weakness or

Value

The relative lightness or darkness of a hue
or colour. Colour values are the lights and

darks of a colour you create by using black
or white with colour. This makes hundreds

strength of a colour at a certain value.
The purity of a colour that determines its
relative brightness or dullness.

of more colours from the basic 12 colours
of the wheel.
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A colour scheme is a set of colours selected that I um W ﬁ"] qﬁ X qnﬁgaﬂm %nl ﬁ“’« e 3:] GC)
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as part of a design. Criteria for defining
a colour scheme is like a formula
for colour harmony where the
arrangement of colours present
a pleasing visual to the eye.
There are various methods

for matching colours that

are visually similar, visually
dissimilar and those

that have the same hue.

Colour schemes consist

of matching two or more
colours with a fixed

relation in the colour
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2. Be appropriate to the purpose
and form;

3. Have variety and/or harmony;

4. Possess recognisable unity.
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scheme standards that provide a basic guide to artists
and designers in the following pages.
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Analogous

Analogous colours are any 3 colours seen
on the colour wheel next to each other.

For example: Violet, Blue-violet, and Blue.
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Complementary

Complementary colours are opposite to
each other on the colour wheel.

For example: Yellow-Green and Red-Violet.
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Split
Complementary

A key colour is selected and is paired with
2 other colours on either side of the key
colour’s complementary colour.

For example: Yellow, Red-Violet, and Blue-

Violet.
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Triadic Colour
Scheme

3 colours that are evenly spaced on the
colour wheel forming an equilateral
triangle, with no one colour being
dominant.

For example: Green, Orange, and Violet.
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Tetradic Colour
Scheme

Tetrad means four. Tetradic colour
schemes are made up of 2 sets of

complementary colours to form a

rectangular on a colour wheel.

For example: Green, Red, Blue, and
Orange.
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Discordant Colour
Scheme

A contrast of colour schemes of any two
or three colours not commonly associated
with each other. It must also have extreme
contrast in value and/or chroma between
the colours.

For example: Pure Yellow, very light Pink,
Red-Violeet and Green.
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Polychromatic Colour Scheme

This means having several colours. Polychromatic colour scheme uses many colours
often a combination of all primary and secondary colours of the same value.
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Warm and Cool Colour Schemes

The expressive nature of colour is such that when combined creates an emotional
response.

Theoretically, warm colours usually create energy and excitement, and evoke passion,
while cool colours calm and relax. Thus, warm colours are those that represent heat
while cool colours are attributed to ice and cooler temperatures.

For example: The colour wheel can be divided into warm and cool colours. Warm
colours are Red, Orange, and Yellow side of the colour wheel. Cool colours are Violet,
Blue and Green side of the colour wheel.
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Warm and Cool Colour Schemes
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COLOUR HARMONY

Ideally, colour harmony occurs when colours that are put together to create a palette
that is aesthetically pleasing to the eye. It gives the viewer an inner sense of order and
balance that delivers visual interest.

Colour harmony ties closely to colour schemes because with colours, artists and
designers can set a mood, attract attention or make a statement. When a colour scheme
is not harmonious or well balanced, it can either be boring or chaotic to look at, or else
under-stimulating or over-stimulating for the viewer. The various emotional responses
that colour evokes depends on what colour is used and how it is combined. Colour can
be a powerful design element if used effectively to create that visual impact desired.
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COLOUR INSPIRATION

Since colour is an integral part of good design, the choice of colours is important when
creating your colour palette. With so much psychology and emotions attached to colours
and with each of us perceiving and analysing colours differently, you want to make sure
that you are saying the right thing with the colours you chose.

Nowadays, besides using the colour harmony themes and colour wheel to colour

our designs, there are different ways to get inspiration for colour. Other sources for
inspiration include photographs, paintings, Pantone swatch books, fabric, and most of
all, our surroundings and from nature. This is because our eyes are naturally drawn to the
colours in that are pleasing, harmonious and interesting. Landscapes, foliage, flowers,
fruits, and even man-made environment all can be amazing and are freely accessible
sources of colour inspiration.

Some examples of Colour Inspiration

+  Nature - Flowers, leaves, trees, plants, etc.

%

Natural Landscapes - Mountains, rivers, lakes, sunrise, sunsets, etc.

0«

Ocean - Marine life, creatures and vegetation

Seasons - Spring, summer, autumn, winter, monsoon rains, etc.

TR

Food - Fruits, vegetables, spices, herbs, etc.

‘,\

Man-made Objects / Urban Landscape - Roads, buildings, cities, flags, etc.

‘«

Raw Materials - Gold, glass, silver, steel, copper, wood, rocks, stones, shells, etc.

0,\

Human Activities - Festivals, dances, ceremonies, sports, etc.

‘\

People - Children, youths, elderly, etc.

0,\

Animals, birds and insects - Fur, feathers, patterns, markings etc.
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THE THEORY OF COLOUR

TRADITIONAL BHUTANESE
COLOUR SCHEMES

In Bhutan, colours embed meaning and significance. These may range from the secular
to the sacred, from the common masses to royalty, from buildings, textiles to ceremonies
and national symbols such as the blue poppy. Other traditional colour combinations
include prayer flags, motifs and patterns used in architecture and buildings, banners,
auspicious signs, furniture, etc.

In Bhutanese textiles and fabric, colours of kiras worn during special occasions such as
weddings would often reflect the astrological sign and associated colours of the wearer,
thought to bring good fortune to the wearer.

The rank of the bearer determines the colour of the scarf (kabney) for men and sash
(rachu) for women. For example:

" Yellow for The King (Druk Gyalpo) and Chief Abbot (Je Khenpo);

+«"  Orange for Minister (Lyonpo);

0,\

Red for high ranking official (Dasho);

‘«

Green for Judge (Drangpon);

0«

Blue for Members of Parliament;

%

For commoners, white kabney for men and colourful rachu for women.
a/ ) [] o L]

# 1 ’
f 1
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TRADITIONAL BHUTANESE COLOUR
SCHEMES FOR FOOTWEAR

For traditional footwear (tshoglham), the colour on the lower shaft, and the specific
designs of decoration indicate the social status of the wearer. The various colours on the
boot signifies the following:

" Yellow worn by The King and the Chief Abbot;
+« Orange indicate that the wearer is a Minister;
+«  Red show that the user is a high ranking official;

+«  Green worn by commoners.

Orange &"HR'] Red
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TRADITIONAL BHUTANESE COLOUR
SCHEMES FOR TEXTILES

In terms of colour specifications for products, traditional Bhutanese textiles exemplify
Bhutanese sense of colour aesthetics. For textiles with warp pattern weaves, examples of
colours are as follows:

«  Mentsi Martha: Alternate yellow warp bands with red bands;
" Lungserma: Alternate green red on yellow ground;

«“ Dromchuchem: Literally means ‘little boxes’ with red, green, yellow and white
pattern bands;

+«  Méntha: Red and black pattern bands between white and colourful warp striping.

Mentsi Mathra gﬁ%’ﬁa@:g‘ Lungserma O\gqixx'all
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v“ v v v “v vv vc\v v C\vC\ v
TRADITIONAL BHUTANESE COLOUR QUNANIRQFARTANINI & TR
SCHEMES FOR TEXTILES

In terms of colour combinations, some of the most robust combinations can be seen from g«»;‘aﬁ‘vqgﬂvswaﬂﬁmx%’iwi- ﬁ@"”'ﬂéﬁg’gﬂ%“]'ﬁi'ﬂ'qm]'*'“'qsﬁ'ﬁ'qﬂn]'aé"*“"""ﬁ"
the different types of Kushuthara. For example: é,“]“‘“'&ﬁ] iﬁ‘ani‘%q';
" Traditional Kushuthara: White background with red and blue patterning; < ﬁ“ﬂaﬁ‘i'ﬂ'“"]'* "ﬁﬁ"ﬁ@r‘\éﬂ% &'Eﬂ'ﬁﬂi?ﬁ‘? 5‘3“‘
e Ngosham: Blue background; < g,q L "1%‘5%541
" Jangsham: Green background; po BRI, “]‘%'%"\W]
+«  Mapsham: Red background. « FRRAga q"a'ﬁa\]:;i["
Kushuthara ﬁﬁ'ﬂ'aan"ﬁ;‘ Ngosham gqqax‘ Jangsham RGN Mapsham AT
. T o ——

o\ %
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TRADITIONAL BHUTANESE COLOUR A R R AR YN T FamE Jaasa|
SCHEMES FOR TEXTILES

Examples of some popular traditional Bhutanese textiles are shown below: ﬁiﬂ'ﬂﬂﬂ'ﬁﬁlﬁ' "\R'%”]N"?\Sﬂ'“a'ﬂ"]“"g“]“"a'ﬁaé' aqlv%-q*n’ﬁﬁvﬁﬁ‘ q%‘é’q"\]'g;{q'ﬂ':
«"  Pangtsi < ﬁz;-grl

+ Serthra & R=xg)

«/ Mathra « RERg]

+«  Adha Mathra & waRRASE|

Pangtsi ﬂ:’%] Serthra Elx'gl Mathra s Adha Mathra WERRER|
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TRADITIONAL BHUTANESE COLOUR @:2451:1«'a'éq'aw'gx'ng'n&'gx&;’m@g«qa'
SCHEMES FOR REGIONAL COSTUMES %q"g;;\]‘

Examples of costumes worn by the regional groups: ‘&’55‘71“'@%51‘“5%%%“'@35]
" Toedung: Merek Sakteng women'’s jacket; P ;g’ﬁg;- ;"‘“I""“]"s‘:'i’\]"”""‘-‘léa'\%,ﬁ'qﬁ[
N
«’  Jathi: Layap women's jacket. g @@ m'mﬂ’qa‘wm'g‘éa‘gi‘qiﬂ
N
Toedung  5gs] Jathi g'@|
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