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History Lesson

ITTEN'S COLOR CONTRASTS 

Johannes Itten (Swiss-German) was one of the first people to define 
and identify strategies for successful (emotional) color combinations. 
Through his research he devised seven methodologies for coordinating 
colors utilizing the hue's contrasting properties. He was a big part in the 
Bauhaus movement of the 1920s.


He published his famous book “The Art Of Color” in 1961 and is still 
relevant today (e.g. Christopher Nolan is a fan), because he defined 
things like color wheels, schemes, temperature and relation charts.

Paintings

Photo & Film

Evolution of Itten’s Farbkreis 

6 basic colors, made up of 3 primary (RGB) and

3 secondary ones (created by combining certain 
primaries). If you mix these two sets you get

12 tertiary colors. 


The more you mix them, the darker they get 
(represented by the rings in the star). Itten 
simplified his model over the years and added the 
possibility to simply spot complimentary colors.  
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It’s about imperfections and subjective interpretation, hence the terms “yellowish” or “bluish”. 
The emotional effect (derived from nature, e.g. temperature) is universal. 
For Itten B/W are considered non-colors and max/min shades of greys.

Physics/Nature 

Black = No light, no colors 
White = Full light, all colors 

Light mixes to White

Materialistic World/Paintings 

Black = Full data, all colors 
White = No data, no colors 

Paint mixes to Black



non-light

light

Primaries: 
Cyan, Magenta, Yellow

Primaries: 
Red, Green, Blue
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aka Triadic



Triadic

Complimentary

Oooo, artsy!



Classic Hollywood preferred Analogous Colors

Modern Hollywood loves Complimentary 
The famous Orange-Teal Look



Hollywood also loves Yellow 
for more Arthouse-feeling 
Note: Arthouse derives directly from Bauhaus



Color in film can build harmony or 
tension within a scene. Moreover: 

• Bring attention to a key theme

• Stimulate psychological reactions

• Draw focus to significant details

• Set the tone of the movie

• Represent character traits

• Show changes or arcs in the story

Plutchik’s Wheel



Memory Colors
We know from daily life and nature that some things just need to be of certain color (differences in shade are fine).


This mainly concerns skin (tones), grass (trees), snow, sand, soil and sky.

We need to be careful with these “constants”, especially skin tones unless we are talking about aliens.

Refraction

White light is a mix of all colors, it can be split apart into its components by a prism, which bends the light twice 
(hence called refraction). Depending on wavelengths, colors bend differently, resulting in a spread (aka spectrum).


Note: Rainbows appear because water droplets act as tiny prisms on sunlight, which has the full range of 
wavelengths – not all colors are visible to the human eye though.



Used a prism for separately tinted film stock. 
Blue (Cyan) came later. Was CMYK because of “print”. 
The Wizard of Oz (1939) was the first full 3-color Technicolor live-action release
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