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Colour is an expressive element in architectural design and can be used
to emphasise the character of a building and create harmony and unity,
oritcan be deliberately contrasting to enliven or emphasise. It may affect
the way in which people respond to their surroundings and can enhance

a mood of calm or elation.

External colour

Colour is an inherent part of our
environment and plays a significant
role in the design of buildings, both
internally and externally. Colour is
present in natural materials, like brick,
stone and timber, mostly in muted
form, whilst colours ranging from
neutrals to high chroma are to be
found in manufactured products
including many applied finishes. The
range of choice is quite wide even, for
example, in brickwork, depending
upon the nature of the clays used, from
warm grey, through buffs and various
browns and reds, to the well-known
blue-black of engineering bricks.
Furthermore, the appearance of
brickwork is greatly affected by the
colour of the mortar joint and even by
the method of pointing.

What then guides the choice of
colour? First of all the colour has to be
appropriate for the situation and
should bear a positive relationship to
its setting both in a rural or urban
context. There is often a great affinity
between building stone and its natural
landscape, the grey-green slate stone in
the Lake District, the soft glowing
ochre of Cotswold stone and the
piebald crispness of flintstone in south-
east counties of England. These stones
often establish the character of place so
that other materials and finishes
introduced should be in harmony or,
when emphasis is needed, could be in
deliberate contrast. For some conserva-
tion areas colour guidelines have been
provided to ensure that a consistent
guality is maintained.

Generally speaking, the use of colour
in built-up areas derives from the
inherent colours of the building
materials used and the nature of
construction. In many places there is

some consistency as there is often a
desire for it to be ‘in keeping’, either by
instinct or by guideline. Colour use in
residential areas is mostly low key with
strong colours used only on smaller
components, whereas in town centres,
where commercialism calls for atten-
tion, strong colours are more widely
used. The vibrant competition would
not be appreciated in Acacia Avenue!

If a pitched roof is of the same hue
and value as the walt material, then the
mass of the building is emphasised. If
either hue or value (or both) are
different then the roof and the wall are
clearly articulated and the relationship
between the two elements is more
apparent. By day uncurtained win-
dows generally appear as dark patches
seen against a wall surface. If the wall

Colour guidelines were provided by the town planners for the upgrading scheme of the
Underbanks at Stockport. Although the buildings are different colours, there is an overall unity
of pastel blues, pinks and greys enhancing a feeling of calmness to the urban environment

Definition

Architects pay great attention to the
articulation of form, to the relation-
ships between materials and the
various elements such as windows and
walls; they are also concerned with
matters of balance, proportion, rhythm,
scale and thus with degrees of empha-
sis. All of these can be affected by
colour.

is of a dark neutral colour and the
window frames are also dark, then the
windows and the fenestration pattern
are barely emphasised, once again
laying stress on the mass of the build-
ing. Light coloured frames will com-
pletely change the expression by
clearly defining the qualities of the
fenestration.

It is interesting to contrast the use of
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Terraced houses, Bristol. If all the houses in a terrace are the same colour the block is seen

as a whole unit, but if each house is treated differently the unity of the terrace is destroyed

colour in a positive way, as in creative
design, with its use in a negative way,
as in the art of camouflage. Whereas an
architect may be concerned with
revealing form, giving definition to
component parts and emphasising key
elements, the camouflager attempts to
destroy form, misrepresent its nature
and give misleading clues to prevent
detection or to allow for correct
interpretation. As an example, the
unity and serenity of a Georgian
terrace is respected when the walling is
of one material or colour throughout,
the whole being of greater importance
than the component parts; individual-
ity can be expressed by varying the
colours of the doors, using these as
contrast elements to enliven, not
compete. The form of a similar terrace
where each house facade is painted
differently can hardly be appreciated
because of the resultant disruptive
camouflage effect. On the other hand
where certain elements may be obtru-
sive, such as badly positioned rain-
water pipes, their visual presence can
be diminished by colouring them to
match the background.

This is not to suggest that only one
colour should be used on a building
but that other colours when introduced
should play a controlled but positive
role. Historically there is considerable
precedent for multicoloured buildings,
from the Greek temple to the structural
polychromy so beloved by the mid-
Victorians (often dubbed the ‘streaky
bacon style’), and its re-emergence in
many brick buildings today. The
contrasting colours were used to pick
out significant elements, such as
columns, or introduced as horizontal

banding, tying together windows and
doorways. Polychromy is at its most
successful where it adds life, and
where its use is controlled throughout
the design development, maintaining
balance and enhancing the quality of
the building.

Colour in building interiors
There is a strong element of fashion in
the use of interior colour but whatever
the current trend there are three
principal areas which may be consid-
ered to guide colour choice. These are
the nature of the activity housed, the
use of light and the selection and
expression of the various room surfaces
and details.

Analysis of the differing functions of

rooms and spaces can provide guide-
lines for the choice of furnishings and
can establish the key for the use of
colour. A busy circulation space will
need hard-wearing and easily main-
tained floor and, possibly, wall finishes.
As a transitional area the key could be
high with a bold use of colour, pattern
or texture, to provide a stimulating
background to movement. This would
be in contrast to a contemplative zone
such as a library where strident or
assertive decoration could be a distrac-
tion. Here colour may well provide a
low-key environment reliance being
placed upon the colours of the books
themselves to provide interest and
contrast. Colours can affect the way we
see an object or experience a room;
certain colours can make an object
seem heavier or lighter, larger or
smaller, warmer or colder and can
affect the perception of distance. The
intimate feeling of a small room can be
enhanced by the use of dark, strong
colours, whilst the airiness of a large
space can be accentuated by light
colours. The way in which one space
relates to the next in the sequential
development of a plan is carefully
considered by a designer and this
relationship can be enhanced by
colour. A small circular ante-room in
deep blue could give access to a larger
rectangular space beyond whose main
colour theme is in a contrasting yellow
with minor accents of blue.

Another factor which may affect
choice is the general age of people
using a building; a subtle use of colour
acceptable to adults may be regarded
as boring by children who generally
respond to brighter, primary colours.

Chaleau Rivaulx, Anglesey. When the colour of the root and window frames is similar to that

of the wall the building mass is accentuated
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house in Cambridge

The nature of the activity itself may
give rise to certain expectations about
its environment; an extreme example is
the vibrating ever-changing use of
coloured light related to the music in a
disco, providing strong stimulation for
a leisure activity.

Lighting influences the choice of
colour in several ways. By day a large
percentage of the light available at the
back of a side-lit room arrives by inter-
reflection from room surfaces. The
floor is a primary reflector and if it is
dark will absorb much of the light
falling upon it which would otherwise
have reached the back of the room. The
choice of floor colour has to steer a line
between an adequately high reflection
factor and a tone value low enough to
mask footmarks and general wear and
tear. A mistake is often made in
libraries by the choice of a rich dark
carpet which does not reflect enough

Colour contrasts can offer greater definition to the separate structural efements as in this

light upwards onto the spines of the
books on the lower shelves to make
them readable. Although a flat ceiling
generally receives no direct sky light it
is a very important secondary reflector
as it reflects light from the ground
outside, which can be considerable if
the paving is of a light colour, as well
as light from various internal surfaces.

Artificial lighting affects the appear-
ance of colours depending upon the
characteristics of the lamp. The distor-
tions of some hues can be quite dis-
turbing so it is for this reason that
fabrics, carpets and surface coverings
should be selected under all relevant
lighting conditions, under both
daylighting and the artificial sources to
be used. Some lighting manufacturers
have colour comparator bays that can
be used for this purpose.

Vertical surfaces such as walls and
screens, particularly in small to me-

Sheffield Meadowhall Centre. A current version of structural polychramy; the dark brick

banding ties together the iower windows and provides a plinth for the building
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dium-sized interiors, are visually the
most significant elements so their
appearance under the specific lighting
conditions should be assessed. The
wall surrounding the windows is of
particular importance for it receives no
direct daylight, and if too dark, could
create a very harsh silhouetting effect
and cause glare. Some form of contrast
grading using colour, and perhaps
lighting, can alleviate this problem.
This leads naturally on to the
consideration of the various room
surfaces and interior details. Practical
factors of wear and tear and main-
tenance will lead to a short list of
appropriate finishes and colours,

Stockport Sunday School. Colour contrast are
used to define the structure and the various
surfaces and to accentuate the articulation of
the interior form

bearing in mind the conceptual issues
of character and quality. In some
interiors certain walls may have special
significance, such as the rear wall of an
entrance foyer, the east end of a
Christian church or the proscenium of
a traditional theatre. In other cases the
walls may be a background to a general
activity area and should not distract,
but through the use of colour should
help to establish an appropriate
character; undue emphasis on a
particular wall may be quite irrelevant.
As in the treatment of exteriors,
colour can be used to enhance the
character and to define and articulate
form. It provides the architect and
designer with such powerful means of
expression that colour should not be
applied as an afterthought but should
be an attribute considered creatively
throughout the design process.
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