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How to cool 
a hot photo

When your photo can’t be changed, 
surround it with cool color.
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How to cool a hot photo
When your photo can’t be changed, surround it with cool color

The color wheel is an 
artificial device that’s 
good but not perfect—
colors in nature aren’t 
so evenly distributed—
whose purpose is to 
show color relationships. 
Also on the wheel are 
values (dark-light) and 
temperature. 

Whew! You can almost feel the heat. Reds, 
oranges, yellows and golds radiate from 
every molecule; even the water is hot. San 
Diego, that famously balmy city, never looked 
like this in real life. But our assignment is 
to create a brochure cover for an upcoming  
conference (or for any event in which the city 
itself is part of the attraction), and this hot, 
monotone skyline is the photo they want. 
So the challenge is, how do we cool it off, so 
visitors won’t come expecting to swelter? The 
answer is found on the color wheel between 
ice blue and yellow, in the turquoise blues 
and verdant greens of springtime. Watch.

HotCold

Cool Warm
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First step: Find the color palette in your photo 
Every photo has a natural color palette; first step is to find it and organize it. Zoom in 
on your photo, and you’ll be astonished by how many colors you see.

First, reduce the photo to a 
manageable number of colors; 
the easiest way is to create 
a mosaic using Photoshop’s 
Mosaic filter (Filter>Pixelate>
Mosaic). Working from the big-
gest areas (sky, skyline, water) 
to the smallest, extract colors 
with the eyedropper tool. For 
contrast, pick up dark, medium 
and light pixels of each color. 
Then—this is important—sort 
your selections by color and 
each color by value (dark to 
light). This lets you see every 
color in relation to the others. 
It’s obvious just by looking that 
this palette is very narrow. 

Skyline dark

Skyline light

Water

Sky
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Locate your colors on the wheel
To find compatible colors, we first need to know the relationship of our colors to 
others on the wheel. Working by eye (the wheel’s not exact, remember), locate your 
swatches by hue (color) and value.

All the colors in this image are in the yellow-
orange, orange-red range, quite unusual. The sky 
is somewhat yellower, some shades are darker 
than our chart, but this is the zone.

Shade

Hue

Tint
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A color in common
Adding yellow to blue yields the cool range; these 
are the colors of water, new growth, springtime. 
They are peaceful colors, tranquil and refreshing.  
As with a monochromatic palette, all hues that share 
a color—blue, in this case—coordinate naturally. Any 
color in this range will work with any other.

Tints and shades
Color is made darker or lighter by adding black (a shade) 
or white (a tint). Because they are color neutral, black and 
white do not change the hue. As a result, any one color 
plus its own tints and shades always coordinate naturally. 
Such a palette is called monochromatic. Blue and orange 
are opposites, or complements, as shown above.

What we know 
Our photo is full of colors in the orange range, and very warm. Orange’s opposite—
or complement—is blue, the coldest color. Let’s start there. 
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Color the brochure 
It’s time to take that hot photo and submerge it in cool colors. For depth, coolness and 
beauty, two colors are better than one, and three colors are better than two.

Ice  All blue monochromatic palette is very cold and has very 
high value contrast with yellow-orange. Blue and orange have 
no color in common and therefore have high color contrast, too. 
High contrast normally equals high energy, but here the conser-
vative dark blue (think winter) mitigates that somewhat.

CITIPLAN
2006
SANDIEGO

Conference Guide
Convention of City Planners
August 15–18, 2006  
www.cp06.org
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Cold  Moving toward yellow is a cool mix of blues and 
greens; the greens share warm yellows with the photo, while 
the blues provide the ice. Blue dominates, keeping the overall 
effect cold. The colors shown here have similar value and 
therefore low contrast.
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Cool  Closer to yellow, the palette is warmer still. These are 
the colors of springtime, cool and refreshing—but with sun in 
the sky! Green dominates. Green has a lot of yellow in common 
with the photo, yet the aqua blue keeps the effect cool. 
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Warm  Here, all the colors are yellow-green, a mono-
chromatic palette that has the most color in common with 
the photo and yields the warmest image; it doesn’t really 
cool the skyline very much. 
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Analogous (side by side) tints with 
very low contrast are soft and 
touchable. Think baby products.

Photo stands out against light 
tints, which recede. Yellow “city” 
color connects head to photo.

Dusty, dark-light monochrome is 
handsome; identical opposite cor-
ners act as a frame.

Low-contrast green-blue and light 
blue harmonize; light green and 
white cool the headline. 

Tone down the color 
Less saturated colors (more black or white and less hue) yield quieter, more “professional” 
palettes. Quantity matters; the more of a color, the greater its influence.
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Color wheel
Before & After’s color 
wheel is an abbreviated 
version of the model 
in Bride M. Whelan’s 
book, Color Harmony 2, 
a digest-size reference 

work that also includes a brief intro-
duction to color theory and plenty of 
color examples with CMYK mixes. It’s 
strength is its brevity. Very handy.

http://store.adobe.com/type/browser/F/HELL/F_HELL-10025000.html
http://store.adobe.com/type/browser/F/HELL/F_HELL-10075000.html
http://store.adobe.com/type/browser/F/HELL/F_HELL-10035000.html
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1564960668/102-9901564-1915326?v=glance&n=283155
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d

 su
b

m
erge it in

 co
o

l co
lo

rs. Fo
r d

ep
th

, co
o

ln
ess an

d
 

b
eau

ty, tw
o

 co
lo

rs are b
etter th

an
 o

n
e, an

d
 th

ree co
lo

rs are b
etter th

an
 tw

o.

Ice
  A

ll blue
 m

onochrom
atic palette is very cold and has very 

high value contrast w
ith yellow

-orange. B
lue and orange have 

no color in com
m

on and therefore have high color contrast, too. 
H

igh contrast norm
ally equals high energy, but here the conser-

vative dark blue (think w
inter) m

itigates that som
ew

hat.
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C
o

ld
  M

oving tow
ard yellow

 is a cool m
ix of blues and 

greens; the greens share w
arm

 yellow
s w

ith the photo, w
hile 

the blues provide the ice. B
lue dom

inates, keeping the overall 
effect cold. The colors show

n here have sim
ilar value and 

therefore low
 contrast.
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C
o

o
l  C

loser to yellow
, the palette is w

arm
er still. These are 

the colors of springtim
e, cool and refreshing

—
but w

ith sun in 
the sky! G

reen dom
inates. G

reen has a lot of yellow
 in com

m
on 

w
ith the photo, yet the aqua blue keeps the effect cool. 
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W
a

rm
  H

ere, all the colors are yellow
-green, a m

ono-
chrom

atic palette that has the m
ost color in com

m
on w

ith 
the photo and yields the w

arm
est im

age; it doesn’t really 
cool the skyline very m

uch. 
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A
nalogous (side by side) tints w

ith 
very low

 contrast are soft and 
touchable. Think baby products.

P
hoto stands out against light 

tints, w
hich recede. Yellow

 “city” 
color connects head to photo.

D
usty, dark-light m

onochrom
e is 

handsom
e; identical opposite cor-

ners act as a fram
e.

Low
-contrast green-blue and light 

blue harm
onize; light green and 

w
hite cool the headline. 

To
n

e
 d

o
w

n
 th

e
 co

lo
r 

Less satu
rated

 co
lo

rs (m
o

re b
lack o

r w
h

ite an
d

 less h
u

e) yield
 q

u
ieter, m

o
re “p

ro
fessio

n
al” 

p
alettes. Q

u
an

tity m
atters; th

e m
o

re o
f a co

lo
r, th

e greater its in
fl

u
en

ce.



B
e

fo
re

&
A

fte
r | w

w
w

.bam
agazine.com

6 of 6

H
o

w
 to

 co
o

l a
 h

o
t p

h
o

to
 0472

0472
 H

o
w

 to
 co

o
l a

 h
o

t p
h

o
to

B
e

fo
re

 &
 A

fte
r m

a
g

a
zin

e
  

B
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re &
 A

fter h
as b

een
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g its p

ractical ap
p

ro
ach

 
to

 grap
h

ic d
esign

 sin
ce 1990. B

ecau
se o

u
r m

o
d

ern
 w

o
rld

 
h

as m
ad

e d
esign

ers o
f u

s all (read
y o

r n
o

t), B
efo

re &
 

A
fter is d

ed
icated

 to
 m

akin
g grap

h
ic d

esign
 u

n
d

erstan
d

-
ab

le, u
sefu

l an
d

 even
 fu

n
 fo

r everyo
n

e.  
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C
o

lo
r w

h
e

e
l

B
efore &

 A
fter’s color 

w
heel is an abbreviated 

version of the m
odel 

in B
ride M

. W
helan’s 

book, C
olor H

arm
ony 2, 

a digest-size reference 
w

ork that also includes a brief intro-
duction to color theory and plenty of 
color exam

ples w
ith C

M
Y

K
 m

ixes. It’s 
strength is its brevity. Very handy.
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