
SECTION 7 

HOW TO CHOOSE 
COLOURS 
USING COLOUR IN A STAGE 
PRODUCTION 
~ he simplest motive for using 
... coloured light on the stage is to 
enhance the look of the scenery, 
costumes and actors. This could be, for 
example, just a straightforward 
warming to provide a sympathetic rosy 
cosy glow for a comedy. Or adding the 
delicate grey steels which provided 
Brecht with his clear white light. 
(Unfiltered open white light being 
rather warm, Brecht, like the detergent 
manufacturers, adopted the traditional 
laundry technology of the blue bag 
which makes whites whiter than white.) 
However. light is usually coloured to 
provide a means of not only 
establishing an atmosphere but 
controlling that atmosphere during the 
time sequence of the performance. 
This is done by mixing colours: perhaps 
the most classic case is the double
covering of acting areas in a play with 
two sets of spotlights, one coloured 
cool and the other warm, so that the 
emotional toning of the scene can be 
varied as the drama unfolds. 
These colours are produced by 
filtering the light. 

SOME FILTER TIPS 
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STRAND FILTERS HOW TO PICK A COLOUR 

Filtering colours 
When we place a piece of Strand Filter in front 
of a spotlight, we feel as if we are adding colour to that light 
Put a blue in we say, as if we were adding blue. But take out 
all colours except blue would be a more accurate request 
Certainly for a deeply saturated blue. For a paler blue we 
might say, take out all colours except the blue, some of the 
green and a trace of everything else. Or for a different pale 
blue tint, leave only all the blue, some of the red and a bit of 
everything else. 
It is important to remember that when we place a filter in front · 
of a light we are taking colour away .. . filtering it out 
Unfiltered light ('open white' we usually call it) contains all the 
colours of the spectrum. When filtering it. we emphasise 
certain of these colours by removing the rest. 
Pigments, whether in the material of the scenery, the costumes 
or the actors' skin, will respond to their own colour in the light. 
So the lighting of any scene, costume or face in a sympathetic 
way will require the choice of filters which pass these colours. 
On the other hand, pigments will not respond at all unless they 
receive some of their own colour in the light Therefore we 
cannot expect coloured light to put colour into an object if that 
colour is not already present in pigment form. Without 
pigment. the object may take on some illusion of colouring but 
it will be in a way that is dead rather than vibrant. 
The more a filter removes colours from the light. the more that 
filter will emphasise the pigments which respond to the colours 
which remain in the filtered light However, the use of 
increasingly deep filters, while leading to increasingly positive 
colour statements, is also likely to produce a deadening of the 
visual effect, this is due to any lesser pigments that may be 
present being starved of their colours in the light. 
Thus the paler tints are generally the most sympathetic filters 
since, in addition to passing all of their particular colour, they 
pass varying amounts of the remainder of the spectrum. 
Flesh tones in particular have a broad pale sensitivity which 
needs a full light spectrum for a sympathetic response. Any 
emphasis with filtering can be done with only the most delicate 
tints. And so we should try to choose filters which pass: 

a lot of the main colour that we want to emphasise for 
atmospheric effect. plus 
some of the other colours which are appropriate for 
stimulating a vibrant response. 

Therefore the key to successful filter choice is to devote as 
much concern to the colours which are being filtered out as 
to the colours which are being allowed to pass through. 

Colour mixing 
In choosing a filter, it is relatively easy to predict the effect of a 
single light We can try the effect by shining filtered light on a 
piece of scenery or a piece of costume fabric or an actor's face. 
Or if the set and costumes are going to be executed faithfully 
from the designs, we can experiment with filtered light on the 
drawings and or models. Our eye will tell us which filters · 
produce the most sympathetic response. 

• Never choose a filter by its name. Look at the colour of the 
light transmitted through it by holding a sample up to light 
Or, better still, project light through the filter and check 
response on designs, material, flesh, etc. 

• Blues with a green content can be rather unbecoming on 
actors' faces: try to avoid in extended moonlight scenes. 

• Lavenders are particularly sympathetic to faces. They also 
have the uniquely useful quality of not only blending well 
with other lights but taking on something of their character, 
thus they tend to appear warm or cold according to the 
predominant trend of the colouring of the other lights. 

• The high intensity of the light produced by parcans allows 
use of the most heavily saturated filters. Note that the 
colour from a parcan will be considerably paler than the light 
from a conventional lens spotlight of similar wattage. 

• If atmospheric colour is concentrated in the backlights and 
some of the side lighting, neutrals and pale tints can be used 
from the front to provide a visibility which is sympathetic to 
face and costume without diluting the overall colour effect. 

• A slight colour differential between left and right sides can 
be used to help increase the sculptural modelling of an actor. 
This can be particularly valuable if dimmer sharing prevents 
directional keying by means of an intensity imbalance. 

But prediction of the effect of several overlapping filtered 
lights is not so easy, Fortunately. however, their effect is 
additive. That is, while filtering a light removes parts of the 
spectrum, an overlap of various colours from various filtered 
lights will tend to put the spectrum together again. So 
overlapping of coloured lights moves us towards near white 
neutrality, 
Indeed this is the basis of the colour mixing that we use to 
produce a range of colours from two or three complementary 
colours. Although mixing of the primaries (red, blue and green) 
will produce any colour. this is a method now only occasionally 
used since not only do the deeply saturated filters waste light 
but the crossfade between colours is via a sequence of 
intermediates that can perhaps best be described as unsubtle. 
For the face lights in a play we might choose a pair of tints 
which will mix to provide a subtle range from a palest cool steel 
through neutral to a slightly warm golden rose. Whereas, for 
the atmospheric sculptural washes in a musical, we might opt 
for a range of middle saturation pink, blue and amber which will 
offer several quite colourful combinations yet also add up to a 
near-white neutral. 
Like everything else in lighting, we have to decide what visual 
effect we want to achieve and then find a technical means of 
doing it There is a progression through four key questions 
requiring answers . . . 

Planning filter choice 
How is colour to be used in this production? 

to enhance the clarity of white light? 
to-enhance the visual quality of the performers and their 
stage environment? 
to support the progress of the action with appropriate 
changes of atmosphere? 
or?? 

How naturalistic will the colours be? 
approximating to sunshine, moonshine, and practical 
lamps? 
considerably heightened but still with a natural logic? 
non-naturalistic? 
or?? 

How contrasty will the colour palette be? 
delicate tints? 
strong tones? 
heavy saturates? 
or?? 

What are the colour characteristics of the set & costume 
designs? 

do the cools tend towards blues with a greenish or with a 
reddish content? 
do the warms tend towards pinks or golds? 
or?? 

The filter palette 
This questioning process enables a gradual narrowing down of 
choice towards a relatively small palette of filters which will be 
appropriate for a particular production. 

• When using break-up gobos to texture the light. slightly 
different gels in overlapping lamps will increase the depth of 
texture. It also helps to use split-colours in each spot (ie two 
half size pieces of filter butt-joined in the frame). 

• A floor which has a fine spatter of paint colour will be much 
more responsive to filtered light than a plain floor. This is 
particularly so with a black floor. 

• It is difficult to light white cycloramas to a dark blue. Cyc 
cloths should have a very pale blue pigmentation which will 
aid response to blue light but not upset response to the rest 
of the spectrum. 

• Use slightly different blues at the bottom of a sky to those at 
the top. Normally slightly paler at the bottom but even 
when they have the same saturation, the difference 
produces a gradation of colour up the cloth, enhancing the 
feeling of horizon and making the sky seem deeper and 
further away. 

• Colour-changing mechanisms (wheels, scrollers etc) enable us 
to change remotely the filter in a light. but they do not 
remove the need for double-covering with twinned lights 
for cross-fading and palette-mixing. 
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