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1. Introduction 
 

Colour is an appearance factor, which interacts with form, scale and material into an architectural experience.  

The conscious handling of colour in an early stage of a creative process is necessary for the colour to be 

perceived as an integrated part of the whole.  An analytical, pragmatic and emotional attitude to colour can 

contribute to a colour-attuned architectural experience.  To think in colour, to use colour as a means of attaining 

a certain goal, to see colour as one appearance factor among others, is essential if the architect and colourist 

are to create good colour environments 

 

When I studied architecture, I asked my lecturers ‘what about colour?’, ‘oh colour... it’s out there’ was their 

response while waving their arms vaguely.  During the past sixteen years of working directly in the colour industry I 

have found this is not only true for my fellow architectural colleagues but also across all other industries.  

 

1.1 Modernist “whiteness” 
 

Firmly established at the beginning of the twentieth century, the myth of a modernist “whiteness” and absence of 

any architectural colour was perhaps attributed to the dearth of colour printing at the time, which meant that 

Modernist buildings such as those by Le Corbusier – whose huge body of work included just one building without 

colour – was initially disseminated to his followers in monochrome and thus visualised as white or grey. This 

misconception was compounded by the austerity and greyness of the pervading concrete used in the hurried 

post-war rebuilding programs, which disseminated into general architecture as a universal practice.  Something a 

few universities and design schools in South Africa have carried into the twenty first century.  

 

1.2 Owning colour 
 

Colours are everywhere, we can see them and they belong to us.  So let's be more aware of the opportunities 

which lie in a greater knowledge, a deeper understanding, a personal involvement, and confidence in our own 

ability.  Does the colour that we describe as red (say Vodacom red) appear the same on all surfaces and more 

importantly, is the reaction to that red the same?  Colour is emotion and as such has the greatest reaction.  It is 

why we buy products and why we react positively or negatively to a design or product - after all colour is 

psychology.  Dr Lars Sivik states: “Colours are created in the psyche and, therefore colour is psychology.”  One 

third of the brain is taken up with visual senses, so imagine the impact the correct colour has on your customer or 

client? 

 

The discovery that colour 'belongs to me', and that 'I can handle colour' can increase confidence and enjoyment 

in working with colour - and this depends on being able to understand and describe the colours you see. 

 

1.3 Definitions 
 

Accent A colour element in a colour gestalt which deviates in colour, often to underline some character in the 

rest of the composition. 

 

Achromatic colours black, white and the greys - are colours that are devoid of any chromaticness. 

 

Adaptation the adaptation of the visual sense in accordance with the special character of the surrounding light 

(darkness adaptation and colour adaptation 

 

Additive colour Summation of the light energy of different wavelengths into a joint stimulus which reaches the 

eye’s retina, e.g. the adding together of light emission via projectors, display screens or a coloured spinning-top 

 

After-images a phenomenon which arises when one regards a fixed point on a surface intensely for upwards of 

30 seconds and thereafter transfers one’s attention to another surface, whereby in general the colours of the 

observed surface seem to be transformed according to a direct contrast relationship (yellow becomes blue, 

black becomes white etc.) At the same time, the colours mode of appearance is changed. 

 

Basic colour see primary colour 

 



Blackness describes the perceived amount of black in the colour relative to pure black.  A colour with the 

notation S 2060-Y10R has a blackness value of 20.  Colours with the same blackness are found along the straight 

lines parallel to the side W-C on the NCS Colour Triangle. 

 
 

 

 

Blind spot the region of the retina where the optic nerve enters the eye, and thus lacks cones and rode 

 

Blinding a contrast relationship between two coloured surfaces, e.g. though different intensities of illumination, 

which is so great that an observer is no longer able to distinguish all the details on one of the surfaces 

 

Blueness is a colour's resemblance to the elementary colour blue.  

 
Chromatic means that a colour corresponds to a hue.  The chromatic elementary colours of the NCS System are 

yellow, red, blue and green. 

 

Chromaticness corresponds to the hue and saturation of a colour.  The higher the chromaticness the more 

saturated the colour is.  A colour with the notation S2060-Y10R has a chromaticness value of 60.  Colours with the 

same chromaticness can be found along any straight line which is parallel to the side W-S on the NCS colour 

triangle. 

 
 

CIE is an abbreviation of Commission Internationale d'Eclairage, the international body for colorimetry 

(measurement of colour).  

 

Clarity previously used expression which has meaning opposite to the degree of blackness (a colour which lacks 

observable blackness is called a clear colour.) 

 

CMYK stands for Cyan, Magenta, Yellow and Black and is the colour breakdown used for four colour process 

printing.  

 

Colour a word with many different meanings 

1. Colour observation in general 

2. Characterization of the specific radiation which gives rise to a colour observation (physical term). 

3. Material with the help of which one colours something (paint, ink). 

4. Colour in contrast to non-colour in compilations such as colour folm, colour TV versus black-white. 

5. The actual observation, the colour percept 

 

Colour Atlas A collection of colour samples arranged in accordance with a defined system with the intention of 

illustrating this and for use as a practical aid.  

 

   

Colour blindness Defect, anomaly, in human colour perception.  

   



Colour circle A horizontal section through the colour body seen from above, where the maximum chromatic 

colours are indicated around the circumference and where the centre represents completely achromatic 

colours.  

  

Colour constancy The fact that an object seems to be of one colour although the stimulus is different in different 

parts of the object, or seems to have the same colour in spite of different illumination conditions.   

  

Colour element The surface region in a colour gestalt which has a uniform colour and the contour line of which 

delimits the shape of the surface.   

  

      

Colour gestalt  That part of the field of vision to which one restricts one’s observation.   

  

Colour region A part of colour space which is obtained if the elementary scales are divided in the middle. 

Primarily, the colour circle will be divided into eight regions and the colour triangle into six nuance regions.   

  

Colour sensation Colour observation, colour perception, colour experience (what you see).  

  

Colour space A three-dimensional geometric model showing the relationship between all the observable 

colours.  

  

Colour Strength This term has different meanings:  

1. An earlier word for what is here called chromaticness. 

2. General expression to indicate the colouring ability of a dye.  

3. The intensity in the colour sensation related to the intensity of illumination.   

 

Colour system A way of describing the relationships of colours with each other in accordance with a specified 

systematic arrangement. A colour system can build on:  

1. observations (perceptive colour system)  

2. physical mixing proportions (physical colour system)  

 

Colour temperature A measure of the temperature in degrees Kelvin (based on the absolute zero - 273°C) to 

which a black object must be heated to produce a radiation of a certain character. Light from an electric bulb 

light has a colour temperature of about 2300°K, and the light from a northern sky approximately 6700°K.  

  

Colour tone section Previous concept for the arrangement of colours of the same hue (vertical section through 

the colour space).  

  

Colour tone Previous word for hue.  

  

Colour triangle Graphical symbol for a vertical section through the colour space where the maximum colour, 

white and black are indicated as the corners in an equilateral triangle.  

  

Complementary colours Two colour stimuli which in additive and subtractive colour mixing give rise to an 

achromatic colour percept. The word is also used to describe colours which are each other’s opposites with 

respect to hue. Also after-image colours and the hue which a grey colour sample obtains through induction 

when it is observed against a chromatic surrounding.  

  

Cones The recipient organs in the retina of the eye which are responsible for normal colour vision.  

  

Contour amplification An effect which is similar to contrast amplification and expresses itself in the fact that a 

colour surface which borders onto another seems to change colour close to the border, so that the contour 

becomes clearer (the Macband effect).  

  

Contrast amplification The result of induction, i.e. two colour surfaces which are observed at the same time 

influence each other so that the difference between them appears to be greater than when they are seen 

separately.  

  

Contrast The difference between colours.  

  

Corresponding colours Earlier expression for similarity in nuance. Colours which vary in hue but have the same 

nuance, i.e. colours which have the same degrees of whiteness, blackness and chromaticness. Within the NCS 

system, these are called colours which are alike in nuance.   

 

 

 



Elementary attribute The degree of affinity of a colour to an elementary colour, e.g. whiteness, blackness, 

yellowness and redness.  

 

Elementary Colours of the NCS System are yellow, red, blue, green, white and black.  All other colours within the 

NCS System can be described in terms of these colours.  

 

Elementary scale A scale which can be created between two elementary colours (no scale can be created 

between Y and B or between R and G).   

 

Greenness is a colour's resemblance to the elementary colour green.  

 

Grey colour A colour percept which resembles white and black and lacks a chromatic element. They can be 

arranged according to the degree of similarity with white and black into a grey scale. In a scale of grey colours, 

the difference in lightness is the same as the difference in whiteness and blackness.  

  

Grey scale A series of colours which lack a chromatic element and vary in whiteness and blackness - should 

preferably be called a lightness scale or a white-black scale.   

  

Harmonization Can in this context indicate some kind of balanced relationship (different from harmonious).  

 

Hue describes the relative amount of the two nearest chromatic elementary colours that the colour is perceived 

to contain. 

 

Hue circle - Arrangement of colour samples in accordance with hue so that they form a circle.  

 

Induction see contrast amplification 

  

 

Irradiation The enlargement of surface that is perceived when a highly radiating or very light object is seen 

against a very dark background.  

  

Light An expression for the radiation energy which we observe visually.  

1. The perception of light in contrast to darkness.  

2. The opposite to dark, e.g. light blue.  

 

 

Lightness of a coloured material can be determined either by instrumental measurement of LRV - light 

reflectance value, or by comparison with samples having known lightness values, e.g. the NCS Lightness Meter, 

which is a grey scale.  Colours with the same lightness are found along the straight lines of the diagram.  The 

positioning of these lines will vary for different hues.  

  

 

LRV Light Reflectance Value is an instrumental measurement made using a spectrophotometer.  It is equivalent to 

CIE Y and is the proportion of visible light reflected by a surface, weighted for the sensitivity to light of the human 

eye.  

 

LRV is expressed on a scale of 0-100 where absolute white has a value of 100 and absolute black has a value of 0.  

In practice white may be about 85 and black about 6.  

 

For people with adequate vision, difference in hue or chroma (colour intensity) provide sufficient visual contrast.  

But for people who are visually impaired the main feature of a surface which determines the ability to identify 

differences in colour is the amount of light the surface reflects, or its LRV. 

 

Light source The source from which radiant energy flows.   

  

Luminous colour A colour percept which is perceived to come from a light source.   

 



Macband – effect See contour amplification 

 

Maximum colour  

1. A colour which is solely chromatic, i.e. lacks resemblance to either white or black. 

2. A common expression for the most chromatic colour that can be produced with the help of a given 

pigment.  

 

Middle colour Colours which are perceived to have the same degree of similarity to two elementary colours (in 

the middle of an elementary scale).  

  

 

Metamerism is present when two objects look the same colour under one light source, but different under another 

light source.  This is due to the objects reflecting different wavelengths under each light source.  This effect often 

occurs with fabrics. 

 

Mode of appearance -  The way in which we perceive a colour. See surface colour, volume colour and luminous 

colour.   

 

NCS is an abbreviation of Natural Colour System, which is based on the way that humans perceive colour. A 

visual arrangement and notation of colours as visual percepts taking into consideration their varying degrees of 

affinity with the six elementary colours. Since 1979, NCS is the Swedish Standard for colour notations (SS 

19102:2004). As well as the colour standard for Norway, Spain and South Africa. 

 

NCS Primary Standard is a set of unique colour standards for the 1950 NCS colours and is used as reference for 

production of future standards.  

 

Nuance describes a colour's relationship to black and to maximum colour intensity or chromaticness.  The other 

element needed to describe a colour would be the hue.  Colours that have the same nuance but a different hue 

will be found in exactly the same location of the NCS Colour Triangle. 

 

 
 

 

 

Object colour The intrinsic colour which an object is perceived to possess, in principle independently of the 

observation condition which applies.  

 

Opponent Colour Theory formulated by Hering in the late nineteenth century is the model on which the NCS 

System is based.  Red-green, blue-yellow and black-white are called opponent pairs.  This means that a colour 

cannot be perceived as both reddish and greenish at the same time.  Colours can however be perceived as 

reddish-yellow or reddish-blue.  The transmission of colour signals to the brain is thought to be conducted 

according to the opponent colour theory.  

 

Percept Sensation, observation, experience.  

  

Primary attribute An elementary attribute which dominates in a colour. (The resemblance to one elementary 

colour is greater than the resemblance to any of the other elementary colours.)  

  

Primary colours The smallest number of colour stimuli or colour materials, as a rule three, which constitute the 

basis for producing an almost unlimited number of variants within the material with which one is working. Different 

ways of mixing colour have different starting points in different primary colours (light, pigment etc).   

 

Redness is a colour's resemblance to the elementary colour red.  

 

RGB is an abbreviation for Red, Green, Blue and is the colour breakdown used for displaying colour on screen.  

 



Rods The recipient organs in the retina of the eye which are chiefly responsible for so-called night vision. Give 

essentially information only about light and darkness.   

 

Saturation is the term used to describe the strength of a hue, or the purity of a colour.  Colours with the same 

saturation are found along a straight line throught the black point (S) on the NCS Colour Triangle.   

 
 

Secondary attribute An elementary attribute which can be observed in a colour but which is not dominant.   

  

Spectrum A continuous band with varying properties, e.g. energy spectra of different wavelengths, but in a 

colour context often limited to visible electromagnetic radiation. It is often used for the coloured band which can 

be observed when light passes through a prism and is projected onto a white surface. Also a rainbow.  

  

Stimulus The light radiation which reaches the retina of the eye when an object is observed or which is related to 

the radiation emitted or reflected by the object.  

  

Subtractive colour mixing Mixing of pigments or other colour materials. The reflected radiation is reduced by 

absorption, so that a new colour percept arises.   

  

Surface colour A mode of colour appearance where the colour seems to belong to the surface of a non-

transparent object.  

  

Synaesthesia Combined perception, e.g. one feels warmth when a given colour is observed or colours seen 

when one hears music.  

  

Transpose To transfer a colour gestalt from one expression to another, e.g. pattern transposition where the same 

pattern gestalt is transferred from one colour register to another.  

  

Volume colour A mode of colour appearance where the colour appears to belong to the interior of a 

translucent or transparent object, e.g. liquid in a bottle.   

  

Warm colours Yellowish-red colours in contrast to cold bluish-green colours - in reality an association with another 

area of perception.  

  

Wavelength The distance between the peaks of two consecutive waves in the radiation which is here called 

electromagnetic. A change in the wavelength of the radiation leads to a difference in the observed hue.  

  

Whiteness The degree of affinity of a colour to pure white.  

 

Yellowness is a colour's resemblance to the elementary colour yellow. 

 

2. The NCS colour system 

 

2.1 The NCS system 
 

The Natural Colour System is an aid to learning, although it's not the answer to every question about colour.  NCS 

describes colour as we see it and is a tool for communicating colour - a 'language' that makes it easier to 

understand and learn more about colour.  Just like the music note system, it helps us to structure, document and 

communicate knowledge. 

 

Colour science is knowledge and understanding from different perspectives.  It is knowledge based not only on 

science, art and philosophy but also on technical and practical creative experience. 

  

From time immemorial colour has fascinated people and stimulated the desire to understand the phenomenon.   

Much exciting and important knowledge has been documented through the pages of history, and new 



knowledge is continually being developed, together with new media and new techniques with which we can 

deal with colour. 

 

In order to accurately communicate the colours we see, we need a reference or notation system with the ability 

to pinpoint precise colour.  

 

2.1.1. Six elementary colours 
 

Six Elementary Colours are the basis for the Natural Colour System.  These are White, Black, Yellow, Red, Blue and 

Green.  The colours are shown below on the three dimensional model called the NCS Colour Solid.  Every colour in 

the Natural Colour System is contained within the NCS Colour Solid, and can be described in terms of the six 

Elementary Colours. 

 
 

In order to more easily pinpoint colours within the NCS Colour Solid, the NCS Colour Circle and NCS Colour 

Triangle are used.  

 

2.1.2. NCS colour circle 
 

The NCS Colour Circle is a horizontal slice through the NCS Colour Solid, and shows a progression from Yellow to 

Red to Blue to Green and back round to Yellow in 10% steps.  

 

 

 
 

2.1.3. NCS colour triangle 
 

All the colours in the NCS System have a percentage of Whiteness or Blackness, and this is best illustrated using the 

NCS Colour Triangle.  The NCS Colour Triangle is a vertical slice through the NCS Colour Solid.  C stands for 

maximum colour intensity or Chromaticness, W stands for White and S for Black.  The scales for Chromaticness, 

Whiteness and Blackness are each divided into one hundred parts which can be interpreted as percentages.  

 



 
 

2.1.4. NCS notation 
 

The NCS Colour Triangle and the NCS Colour Circle are used to pinpoint colours within the NCS System.  The 

diagram below pinpoints a colour with 30% Blackness and 20% Chromaticness, with a location on the NCS Colour 

Circle of G30Y.  The complete NCS Colour Notation is S 3020-G30Y.  

 

 

 
 

Using the NCS Colour Notation it is easy to define the appearance of a colour.  In the notation below 3020 

indicates the Nuance of the colour.  The Nuance describes the relationship of the colour to Black (S) and to 

maximum colour intensity or Chromaticness (C).  The Whiteness is determined as 50%, as the sum of the values of 

the three attributes (Chromaticness, Whiteness and Blackness) must always be 100%.  The Hue, G30Y, describes 

the relationship of the colour to the Chromatic Elementary Colours, in this case G and Y.  G30Y means Green with 

30% Yellow.  The letter S preceding the NCS notation means that the colour is from NCS Edition 2.  

 

 
 

Achromatic colours (Black, White and Grey) lack Hue and are only given Nuance notations, followed by -N for 

neutral.  S 0500-N is White and is followed by S 1000-N, S 1500-N, S 2000-N and so on to S 9000-N, which is Black. 

 

 



2.2 The development of NCS 
 

Natural Colour System (NCS) is built on decades of scientific research and development, carried out by 

architects, designers, psychologists and physicists. It is based on the use of colour in our environment and on how 

we see colour.  This is why hundreds of man years of scientific research were spent in developing NCS. 

 

A compressed history of the development of the NCS system is provided as reference below: 

1611: Swedish /Finnish Aron Sigfrid Forsius publishes one of the first colour spaces in the world, which 

inspired the scientists in their further research of NCS. 

1874: Ewald Hering publishes 'Das natürliche System der Farbempfindungen' (The Natural System for 

Colour Perception). 

1930's: Colour research starts by Tryggve Johansson based on Hering's findings. 

1945: A multitude of activities are initiated that eventually result in forming the company, which later 

was renamed Scandinavian Colour Institute. 

1952: Hesselgren's colour system (developed by Architecture prof. Sven Hesselgren) is launched. It was 

based on Johansson's ideas and further developed by Hesselgren. 

1964: During the 1960's and 1970's, within the Swedish Colour Centre Foundation, more than 100 man-

years of scientific R&D work by architects, designers, psychologists, physicists, chemists and colour 

scientists resulted in the NCS - Natural Colour System®©. 

1995: The second edition of NCS Colour Samples - 1750 colours, environmentally approved pigments 

according to EU guidelines, world leading colour accuracy and consistency, a quality 

guarantee. NCS Global Quality Management begins. 

2004: 200 new colours – now 1950 colours in total.  NCS becomes South African national colour 

standard. NCS has become an industrial standard worldwide. 

 

2.3 International colour standard 
 

NCS is recognized by world-leading authorities as one of the few available systems which is scientifically based 

and documented, maintains high quality in production and has proven practical value, and deserves to be 

classified as an international standard for colour description. 

 

It is also integrated with recognized colorimetric systems such as the CIE and it is used to a great extent in 

education, science and colour research all over the world. 

 

2.4 The South African national colour standard 
 

Internationally, the NCS system has been adopted by Sweden, Norway and Spain as their National Standard on 

colour.  In 2004, South Africa also adopted the NCS system as the National Standard for colour.  The NCS system is 

the National Standard for South - SANS 1091:2012 Ed 2.1 

http://store.sabs.co.za/catalog/product/view/id/206875/s/sans-1091-2012-ed-2-01/ 

 

 

3. Learning about colour 

 

3.1 Is colour difficult? It is certainly exciting 
 

All of us who have colour vision 'own' the colours we see and can use them according to our own knowledge, 

ability and requirements.  Colours are everywhere, we can see them and they belong to us.  So let's be more 

aware of the opportunities, which lie in a greater knowledge, a deeper understanding, a personal involvement, 

and confidence in our own ability. 

 

3.2 Colour mixing and pigments 
 

Traditionally, knowledge of colour has been related to colour mixing and pigments.  From the primary colours 

(yellow, red and blue), the secondary and tertiary colours can be mixed.  The colours obtained will be the result 

of your patience, judgment and skills with the paint.  A lot of knowledge and many theories about the harmony of 

colours are based on this type of mixing of pigments. 

  

The digital world uses three other primary colours: red, green and blue (RGB) to produce the different colours on 

the monitor screen, and another set of four: cyan, magenta, yellow and black (CMYK) is used in four-colour 

process to produce full-colour printing. 

 

3.3 Is there an easy way to acquire knowledge on colour? 
 

http://store.sabs.co.za/catalog/product/view/id/206875/s/sans-1091-2012-ed-2-01/


Not really - just as there is no short cut to becoming a composer - lengthy study, motivation, creativity and 

practice may be required. 

 

But, as in all learning processes, there are some basic steps to a greater understanding and the NCS study 

material offers a well-tested way to both teach and learn about colour.  A complete range of colour training 

material The NCS study material offers a unique opportunity to work with precise colour samples. 

 

In a carefully planned sequence of interesting processes, the study material trains the eye to recognize similarities 

and differences among colours. This develops the skills needed to systematically arrange, describe and 

communicate the properties of colours using words and symbols where the eye becomes the 'sorting machine'. 

  

The emphasis is on observing the colour and being able to describe what you see, rather than the skill of mixing 

pigments. 

  

When it comes to learning more about colour mixing with pigments or mixing digital colour on screen, the 

knowledge gained from the NCS exercises will provide a basis of understanding and communication of the 

properties of colour. 

 

 

4. Perceiving colour 
 

It is new and liberating, from the traditional view of colour science, to realize that colour is what we see! 

Regardless of how the colour has been mixed or in what context it is shown, we all see it in the same way. 

 

With the increasing realization that colour belongs to the visual process, it was understood that the elementary 

colours, to which our basic colour perceptions are related, are yellow, red, blue, green, white and black.  This 

dates back to Leonardo da Vinci. 

  

Any colour which we see resembles to a greater or lesser extent one or several of these elementary colours. 

  
This is precisely what the NCS system is based on; it is what separates NCS from other systems, which deal with 

pigment mixing or light energy mixing. 

 

With NCS we can describe the colours we can see, and one of the aims of the study material is to show how 

colours can be described in a completely unambiguous way. 

 

Regardless of all the different systems, which may exist, colours will always retain secrets to wonder over and try to 

understand - even in the future.  NCS doesn't take away the mystery or fascination of colour.  It provides a greater 

understanding of what we see and how we can describe what we see. 

 

An understanding of the NCS system enables us to learn from historical work on colour and gradually assimilate 

new knowledge.  And by focusing on what we see and documenting these experiences, a whole range of new 

knowledge about colour may develop. 

 

Everybody who has normal colour vision can see about 10 million colours, with women being able to see more 

colours than men due to the difference in the eye biology of each gender.  But without a system for defining 

these, precise communication is impossible. We need a system, which can be used from an idea or concept, 

through visualization, specification and production to the final realization.  

  

Ideally, this system will be based on how we see colours, since everybody with normal colour vision sees colours in 

the same way.  It should also be product and language independent, so that it can be used within different fields 

of activity and internationally. 

 

4.2 Analysing colour with NCS 
 

NCS documents and plots (using the logic and power of the NCS System) external colours used internationally in 

today’s market and those used historically.   This database of colour information is used to track trends, changes 

in colour use and, as a result, identifies the most common colours and colour areas used externally. The beginning 

of this reaseach NCS documented the samples of raw umber, burnt sienna etc. giving historcally important 

colours final measurent into modern pigments 

 

One can group most of the historical palettes into the following groups: 

 

Classic: colours which are the most common colours used in modern colouring but based on traditional 

inexpensive, sustainable and environmentally friendly pigments in all façade materials. 

 



Deep: colours are based on pigments which are harder to create using render and plaster but still easy to apply 

as a paint coating.  And also work well in glass and powder coating. 

These deep colours are where the future trends are moving.  You will notice more and more buildings with dark 

reds and the opponent colour (complimentary) dark historical green. 

 

Dark and Details is a group of colours, for fittings and detailing.  These are rarely used in plaster/ rendering but 

mostly with powdercoating. 

 
 

4.3 Inherent and perceived colours 
 

The perception of a colour of a façade is not constant.  It changes depending on the observation situations, the 

distance, the weather, the season and light.  But using the rules and guidance as above, can prevent the “what 

have I done, the house is not the colour I thought it would be” 

 

5. Specifying exterior colour 
 

5.1 Considerations for external colour selection 
 

External colouring is a process that needs both inspiration and knowledge.  Vast numbers of variables can affect 

the outcome of a project.  Yet, with the right decisions, the results can be incredible, creating beautiful aesthetic 

visions to lift not only the project itself but also its surrounding area. 

 

Colour is an appearance phenomenon that interacts with form, scale, material and light, to create a visual 

experience. 

 

An analytical, pragmatic and emotional attitude to colour all contribute to a colour attuned architectural 

experience. 

 

To think in colour, to use colour as a means of attaining a certain goal and to see colour as a key architectural 

property is essential. 

 

A façade colour is likely to be seen by many people, plus it’s often a very large surface to be coloured, so it 

makes sense to get it right the first time.  With that in mind, here are the most important things to think about in 

order to get the colour right for your project: 

 

 The relationship between colour and architecture 

 The colour identity of the area and its surroundings 

 Consider the traditional historical colour palette 

 How the colour sample looks when applied outside 

 



Traditional historical colour pallete is perhaps the most important of the above criteria as social responsibility, 

environmental concerns, colour fastness, inherent and perceived colour, materials, availability of pigments and 

surfaces have all been researched extensively by ethical companies in the built environment.  

 

5.2 Outdoor colour change 
 
The research also reveals that, when a colour is used outside, its appearance to a viewer often changes – due to 

the inherent and perceived properties of colour.  Often a colour will appear much brighter and more chromatic 

when viewed in the exterior environment in comparison to a small colour sample.  We therefore recommend 

choosing a slightly darker colour to allow for this change and therefore achieve your desired result.  

  The perceived colour will look: 

Less blackish 10-15 NCS units 

More chromatic 5-10 NCS units 
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