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Dale Russell’s career in colour began in
the 1960s, while she was still at school,
by designing shirts for musicians like
Jimi Hendrix and Eric Clapton, and
boutiques like Granny fakes a trip and
Tommy Robert's Mr Freedom, using
period fabrics and printing on calico.
Her early costume design led to a place
at St Martin’s College of Art and
Design to study fashion and costume,
aided by the portfolio of work she had
already sold. This was combined with
an apprenticeship with Berman's
theatrical costumiers, working in their
dye rooms at Soho and on film sets,
using huge open dye vats over gas
fires. This ultimately led to a job in the
BBC’s costume design department, no
longer hands-on dyeing but more
hands-on design, relating form to
colour, concept, psychology and
application.

It was around this time that Dale
realised that it is possible to impart
confidence — or completely wreck it —
purely by something being the right or
wrong colour This led to a realisation
that she appeared to be specialising in
colour, and that she had a practical feel
for it, knowing that a colour is right’
and that she could carry a colour in her
head. As a result, by 1974 she had left
the world of costume design and
become a consultant and academic
working in both Britain and the States,
particularly involved with the
relationship between colour and form,
and how it relates to the user and the
environment,

Ten years ago, she was asked to
become director of the Colour Group,
a body affiliated to the Chartered
Society of Designers and the Colour
Marketing Group of America. In the
first instance, she was not even sure if
she approved of the idea of a ‘colour
mafia’ that would make the decision,
‘this is the colour’, and it was only
when she established that this was not
the case that she agreed to take the job
on. She found that the Colour Group
comprised people who, for the most
part, had trained as designers, all
working within industry, for whom
the feeding lines for ideas and
concepts that had been present in the
past had vanished because of the
pressures of commerce, They were not
able to meet with other designers, and
as they were working within an

industrial process, frequently being
viewed as the outsider, generally the
inspiration that comes from working with
other people just was not there. Her first
job within the Colour Group was to find
out how to enhance communication
between colour-related designers, and
gradually the group became known not
just for producing colours for peopie, but
for being a forum. They hold two seminars
and a workshop a year, in addition to the
putting together of a directional palette of
colours, working 18 months to two years
ahead.

Since 1991, she has been the group’s
consultant creative director, which has
allowed her to spend longer developing
seminars arid workshops and focus on
creative areas, as well as providing more
time for her burgeoning consultative
work, working with designers and
companies like Saatchi & Saatchi, and also
creating visual awareness and lateral
thinking seminars and lectures for a wide
variety of companies.

More recently, in 1993, Dale formed the
Russell Studio, a partnership with artist
Steve Russell, which is a multi-disciplinary
consultancy specialising in colouz, concept,
strategy and design, with a particular
ernphasis an the relationship between the
user and the colour and design of the
product. Collaboration with a fascinating
and diverse list of companies has resulted.

British Telecom is currently her major
contract, where she is its consultant,
working in a number of diverse areas
within the company. Dale is involved right
from the concept stage of a new telephone
or answering machine, so the colourideas
are there before the product itself has even
got under way. Her involvement
continues throughout the process, from

design to model production to market
testing until the product finally
reaches the marketplace. Particularly
important is matching colours of
different components in a product -
despite specification using notation
systems such as Pantone, it is still
perfectly possible for two parts made
of different substrates not to match.
She has also created colour palettes
and written guidelines for BT's
corporate environment, multimedia
and exhibitions.

Dale also teaches design students,
currently on the Industrial Design
Engineering course run jointly by the
Royal College of Art and Imperial
College in London, and also MA
students across disciplines at Central
St Martin’s College. Although her
workload is enarmous, Dale believes it
to be important that she contributes
towards the future of design. She finds
teaching a great source of pleasure,
though the hours are reduced because
of the constraints imposed by her
work in the commercial environment.

Excursions into the media include
having written several books, amongst
which is a series of five on the process
colouy system catled Colourworks.
These were originaily intended for
graphic designers, but to Dale’s delight
have also found their way onto the
bookshelves of industrial and fashion
designers. She has written many
magazine articles and appeared on
radio and television programmes like
The Late Show, and was a consultant on
the TV series “The colour eye’.

Dale says that she has never been
able to work with colour in isolation
from form. She doesn't see herseif as a
colourist, but as someone who sees a
role for an object and its colour in its
context. All my current work is
exploring not only colour but also the
varied and often complex mature of
materials, finishes and textures
together with the processes of notation
and application involved within one
product or related products. Colour is
as one with form and function in its
relationship with the user. For
example, it has the facility to turn the
perception of a utility product into that
of an accessory, performing both
physically and psychologically.’
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