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INTRODUCTION

What was your favourite colour as a child? Children never worry whether their favourite blue, orange, pink or yellow looks good on them. They don’t care if it’s ‘on trend’ or if two colours are supposed to ‘go together’. As children, we wore and created art with colours that made us happy. Like many things in life, the older we got, the more aware we became of other people’s opinions. How many things did you stop doing when you started letting your choices be based on other people’s opinions? Did you stop making art? Playing sports? Wearing colour? I am here today to fix this!

So, who am I? I am Katie Kortman and many people call me the ‘colour queen’ (there are many of us out there – I’m not the only queen of colour!). I have a background in art (I am also a painter) and teaching (art). After years of having little choice in interesting colours in shops, I decided to teach myself to sew and, later, to design fabric. When I began to sew for myself, it opened up the world of ‘dressing in colour’ (now called ‘Dopamine Dressing’) even more. I could make trousers out of any fabric I wanted. I could design clothing to use as many different colours as possible. Later, when I designed my own fabric, I could become a wearable painting. This felt like my dreams had come true. My longtime love of both fashion and art could be merged into one.

But there was more in store for me. In 2020, I was contacted by a casting agent for the reality television series Project Runway and later starred on season 19 of the show. I am truly grateful for that opportunity and for being able to preach the joys of wearing happy colour to a larger audience. Since the show aired, I have started my own clothing line (which you can find online at katiekortman.com), where I sell colourful clothing I create from the prints I design. It’s comfy and fun and made sustainably (and some of it’s even handmade by me!).

Often, I’ve heard people say they are fearful of wearing colours because they ‘don’t know what goes together.’ This doesn’t have to be you! In March 2019, I hosted a challenge called ‘Sew Happy Colour’. The month focused on colour theory and getting out of your comfort zone by applying weekly lessons and wardrobe challenges. The participants said things like: ‘I felt happier when I looked in the mirror’, ‘I got more compliments’ and ‘People stopped to tell me they liked my colourful outfit’. One woman said: ‘Your colour stories session changed the way I dress, what I sew, and how I approach colours.’ This is what I want for you!

Like my participants, I want you to be excited about colour again and looking at your wardrobe with new eyes. This is what I want for everyone. I don’t sit in my wardrobe with a colour wheel, but I have been experimenting with colour in my artwork and wardrobe my whole life. Maybe colour in your wardrobe is new to you. Maybe you’re not yet confident in your wardrobe decisions. After reading this guidebook, you will be able to come up with new outfits from the clothes and accessories you already own, as well as knowing where and how to fill in the gaps. At the end, there are even have a few DIY projects for how to add colour to your existing clothes. We want to be able to add life to our wardrobe while also being sustainable, after all.

While I don’t think you have to know your colour ‘season’ to dress in colour that makes you happy, I have noticed that it helps people (including myself) branch out a bit more and try colours they wouldn’t have otherwise. In researching and writing this book, I have delved deeply into this concept and tried lots of new soft and muted hues I hadn’t bothered to look at for myself previously. I hope that between knowing your colours, and then learning all about colour and colour schemes, you will be more confident in branching out. Of course, although this book is written with a womenswear slant, these concepts of seasons and colour schemes apply to everyone. Whatever your gender or style identity, you’ll find ideas here to help you dress in colour with confidence.

There are a lot of colour books out there and they all have a different perspective on colour and how to help people wear colour. From my perspective, no one is worried about whether they are wearing white, black, khaki or grey incorrectly, so while we will touch on pairing those with colours, I want this book to give you the guts to branch out and try the world of colour that exists out there. It doesn’t have to be bright and vibrant, it doesn’t have to be bold – it just needs to be enough colour to distinguish you from the concrete buildings, pavements and roads around you. And, in the process, I think it will also make you feel pretty good.

As my school art teacher once told me: ‘You have to learn the rules before you can break them’. So, let’s get started and bring bold colour back into your life.

[image: A stylised full-length illustration of a woman clad in bright green, striped overalls with a full-sleeved, high-collared, light-coloured blouse dotted with dark polka dots in a dark colour, red socks and brown, heeled, formal shoes. She poses with a smile, hands on her waist and one foot raised at an angle.]
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THE
 SCIENCE
 OF COLOUR


WHY LEARN ABOUT COLOUR?

If you’re not into science and couldn’t care less about why colour exists or how we perceive colour, then I guess you could skip this chapter. I would argue, though, that learning about how light affects the rainbow of hues we see; what chroma, hue and value mean; and how colour relativity works will enhance your ability to understand which colours look best on you, as well as understanding your own skin, eye and hair colouring. Chroma will be particularly important later on in the book when we decide your colour season.

In this chapter, we will also learn about the colour wheel, colour schemes, primary, secondary, and tertiary colours; tints, tones, and shades; and contrast. All these concepts will help you understand the vocabulary in the subsequent chapters. The more you know about the science behind it all, the more intuitive your colour choices will be later. You will also be able to formulate a slicker rebuttal if someone has the audacity to question the colour palette choices of any outfit you wear!

So, without further ado, let’s learn about colour.

WHERE DOES COLOUR COME FROM?

Light! We wouldn’t see colour without light. Think about when you’re walking around in the dark. It’s hard to make out the colours of anything because, as we learnt from Sir Isaac Newton, the visible spectrum of colour is a result of white light. When white light is dispersed through a prism, we get a rainbow – the rainbow of colours on the colour wheel. By reversing his initial prism experiment, Newton discovered that if those colours are combined, the result is white light. Because of that experiment, we know that white light is the sum of a bunch of colours. The visible spectrum covers indigo, violet, blue, green, yellow, orange and red (with all the tertiary colours ‘ombréing’ in between). This is called ‘additive colour’.

Did you know that when you see an object, the colour you’re seeing is the result of the light bouncing off it? The object has absorbed all the colours of light except the one you see. So, if you see a green apple, all of the other colours were absorbed and the only colour that bounced off was green. That’s called ‘subtractive colour’.

[image: An illustration depicts how white light enters a glass prism, and emerges as split colours namely, Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo and Violet.]
So, what about black and white? In the realm of light and colour, they are not considered colours. Rather, they are just lightness or darkness. They alter the ‘value’ of a colour (see here). White, as we know, is the presence of light and black is the absence of light. Therefore, greys are degrees of lightness or darkness between black and white. Sometimes, though, greys can be made by mixing the primary colours and adding white. When this happens, the grey (think of blue-grey or a warm yellow-grey) is really just a very dull muted version of a colour. It’s the result of mixing colours opposite each other on the colour wheel.

[image: An illustration depicts a colour wheel with all the colours of the spectrum arranged in a circular fashion, below which swatches of green, red and white combine to produce a shade of grey. Arrows point from the placement of the colours on the wheel to their respective swatches below.]
THE COLOUR WHEEL

We’ve all heard or seen a colour wheel before. It’s a circular diagram of the basic colours and how they relate to one another. It’s used by artists, designers, decorators, illustrators and any visual creators. It’s useful for you to have one and reference it when thinking about your wardrobe and outfit choices. It can be used to quickly reference when creating a particular colour scheme, or to understand how one colour relates to another in your outfit. It’s something I reference often in talking to clients and students about colour.

[image: A colour wheel with the colours of the spectrum arranged in a circular, disc-like fashion with each triangular segment bearing a colour.]
PRIMARY COLOURS

The traditional primary colours on the colour wheel are red, yellow, and blue. This is what we will be referring to and is what is used for most art theory. But you should know that there are other colour models when using different materials. The CMY model uses cyan, magenta and yellow as the primaries for systems that print ink (like your printer ink cartridges). RGB or red, green, blue primaries are used when dealing with artificial light or light mixing, such as stage lighting or television screens. For our purposes, we will only be using red, yellow and blue.

Primary colours are the colours used to make all other colours in their field (whether light, paint or print). Red, blue and yellow must already exist; nothing can be combined to make those colours. But when you combine them, they make everything else.

[image: A colour wheel with all the colours of the spectrum arranged in a circular, ring-like fashion with three triangular segments extended towards the centre like spokes. The three segments are the primary colours namely, red, blue and yellow.]
SECONDARY COLOURS

These are made from mixing the primary colours together. They are violet (red + blue), green (blue + yellow) and orange (yellow + red).

[image: A colour wheel with all the colours of the spectrum arranged in a circular, ring-like fashion with three triangular segments extended towards the centre like spokes. The three segments are the secondary colours namely, violet, orange and green.]
TERTIARY COLOURS

These are made by mixing one secondary with one primary – the resulting colour is a little more like the primary. This is because you’re mixing one primary with half as much of another primary to get that colour. Tertiary colours are: blue-green (blue is the primary and green is the secondary, which we know is made by mixing blue and yellow. So, we would mix more blue than yellow to achieve this colour); blue-violet, red-violet, red-orange, yellow-orange and yellow-green. There are almost limitless variations of these depending on the quantities used and the types of yellow, red or blue used to begin with (in paint or dye, etc.).

The left side of the colour wheel, from red-violet to green, contains the ‘cool’ colours. The right side of the colour wheel, from red to yellow-green, contains the ‘warm’ colours.

[image: A colour wheel with all the colours of the spectrum arranged in a circular, ring-like fashion with three triangular segments extended towards the centre like spokes. The three segments are the tertiary colours namely, blue-green, blue-violet, red-violet, red-orange, yellow-orange and yellow-green.]
HUE, VALUE AND CHROMA

The word ‘hue’ is the name of a gradation or variety of colour (as discernible from its dominant wavelength of light). Value is the lightness or darkness of the hue.

While hues and values are different, sometimes they are intertwined. For example, both green and yellow are hues. However, yellow has a lighter value because of its light intensity, and green has a darker value because it contains more blue (which is darker).

If you squint your eyes and look at a yellow object vs a green object, you will be able to see the difference in value. By squinting your eyes, you improve your perception of colour values


[image: A colour wheel displays all the colours of the spectrum arranged circularly with short segments of each colour, in their Pure Chroma version, fully saturated and vibrant. ]


[image: A colour wheel displays all the colours of the spectrum arranged circularly with short segments of each colour, in their Low Chroma version, dull and muted.]


[image: A colour wheel displays all the colours of the spectrum arranged circularly with short segments of each colour, in their respective light values, pastel shades of each. ]


TINTS, TONES AND SHADES



[image: A colour wheel with extended, outward spokes, each bearing a colour of the spectrum in each segment, along with its respective tones, tints and shades.]

FLUORESCENTS AND METALLICS



RELATIVITY OF COLOUR






CONTRAST


[image: Three colour swatches of black, consisting of its Light, Medium and Dark versions.]
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