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COLOR AS I SEE IT

Color As Language
We learn the visual language of color from birth, right alongside our native language. Color surrounds us inside and outside our homes, in nature, in our various art forms and so on through all the observations and experiences that make up our lives. Some of us are compelled to speak the visual language of color through quilts and quilt making. We find that certain quilts stop us in our tracks and we can’t stop looking at them. A color conversation between the quilt and us is taking place: these quilts speak to us loud and clear. For those of us who make quilts, we’re willing to search for just the right fabrics and color combinations for our next quilt. We are striving to get a color conversation going so our finished quilt will speak for us now and into the future. 

The Paradox
Just as we don’t need a college degree in the structure and theory of language to speak our native tongue, neither do we need to study the science of color theory to effectively speak color. All of us have internalized the language of color through our direct observations and experiences by just being alive. The history of human cultures all over the world is rich with the use of color in everyday life, long before the science of color was understood. There is an underlying common appeal in quilt making to use color by cutting up and rearranging fabrics. So here is the big question: why is the very thing that attracts us to quilt making the same thing that so often intimidates us? 

Color As I See It
Colors Just Are

I’ve always been eclectic in my color choices. I used to have color favorites but I never avoided any particular colors. In 1992, in a color workshop with Michael James, I learned that colors just are, with few attributes by themselves.  We know that value is relative- the same fabric can be light, medium or dark depending on the fabric next to it. The same is true of other color qualities. A color by itself is mute and not particularly beautiful or ugly, strong or weak, light or dark, etc. It is not until colors are put side by side that they start showing off, chitchatting or fighting with each other, dominating or receding, and so on.  

Colors Talk

Colors just are until you put them together and let them start talking- to each other and to you. Take a pile of fabrics and listen to the visual conversation - observe what happens when colors collide. Rearrange the pile with one or more added or taken out and see how the conversation changes. Colors talk to each other, but more important is the conversation they have with you. This is what I call color sensibility - something all of us can develop with experience. 

You Don’t Have To Like A Color To Love The Effect

In order to embrace the idea that colors just are, we have to let go of predetermined judgments about color preferences and dislikes. Try putting together a mix of fabrics by brainstorming, a method in which choices are made rapidly without evaluating each individual choice. Once you have a stack of fabrics, stand back and listen to the colors talking. Add or remove fabrics as you go, watching how the conversation changes and how the colors speak to you. You may find one or more colors in your final stack that you don’t really like by themselves, but you love their effect on the whole collection of colors.

Color Dissonance

In music, dissonance (a lack of harmony) can bring the rest of the notes together harmoniously. The same is true with colors and fabrics. In a fabric mix there will be colors that are the ones that make or break the appeal of the combination, but they aren’t always the pretty, harmonious fabrics. In my experience, the essential colors are almost always found in the unlikely and dissonant fabrics. 

Design Process

My quilts, whether made for the bed or wall, always start with an idea. The idea might be anything from an interesting geometric design to more of a feeling. I explore the idea in my mind and on paper, asking ‘what if’ questions. Sometimes there are technical problems to work out too. When an idea gets project status, I start to buy fabrics for this particular project. Whether I’m working with a few or a lot of colors, I always use the brainstorming method of putting choices together rapidly, then refining the choices by evaluating the color talk. Along the way I nurture my idea, staying true to my inner vision while letting it evolve as needed. There is something extremely satisfying in taking an idea from my mind all the way to completion.

The Answer to the Paradox
I wish I knew why so many quilters are both drawn to and intimidated by the appeal of working with a fabric color palette. I suspect many people have been disconnected from the language of color, not realizing they used to be fluent in it and could be fluent again. I urge people to trust their ability to speak this language. Using our own color sensibility is one of the exciting parts of making a quilt.  

Thank You, Dad
I think and remember in color. I dream in color. I imagine in color. When I was old enough to sit up and hold a crayon, my father started drawing with me. He talked to me about observing the things I wanted to draw so I could give each drawing personality. His enthusiasm and supportive comments gave me confidence. One time, when I was about four years old, I spent a long time drawing the kitchen clock, only to discover I had written in too many numbers. My father told me, “Anybody can copy a clock; it takes an artist to draw a clock like yours”. I believed him then and I still believe him now. 

Three Tips To Get Started
1. Develop your own color sensibilities. Observe everything around you. Collect colorful pages from magazines and catalogs. See what happens when colors collide by cutting up your magazine pages to make quilt blocks, by piling up fabrics from your stash, or making piles of bolts of fabric at the store (offer to put back the bolts). It won’t hurt you to read up about color theory, but by itself it won’t help you develop your own color sense either. 

2. Put together fabrics using brainstorming. Start by collecting fabrics rapidly without evaluating individual choices, then stand back and listen to the visual conversation. Take away fabrics, add fabrics- remove the choices that make the stack go lifeless, and keep the selections that make the group shine. 

3. Listen to the language of color. Gain experience by making actual quilts and trying out new color combinations. (Many organizations would love to receive quilts small enough for a doll or large enough for a lap quilt.) Not every quilt is a masterpiece, nor should it be; but every quilt we make teaches us something new and has a place in our heart. And who knows- our next quilt might just be a masterpiece!

