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IT GOES WITHOUT SAYING THAT 
people react to colour in their 
surroundings. The importance 
of and impact that colour has on 
human moods and emotions have 
extended the study of colour-use to 
 elds outside of the purely artistic. 
A quick Google search using the 
keywords ‘colour’ and ‘mood’ pulls 
hundreds of thousands of hits on 
topics ranging from colour psychology, 
colour’s impact on home and of  ce 
design, colour’s impact on children’s 
learning environments, and of course, 
colour’s impact on human moods and 
emotions. For any lighting designer, 
the use of colour is one of the four 
main functions of a lighting design, 
whether for an architectural setting, 
theatrical production, concert tour or 
house of worship environment.

The application of colour in lighting 
is an affordable, easy way to enhance 
and support the desired mood and 
message wanting to be conveyed by 
your pastor and/or worship team. For 
the house of worship lighting designer 
or technician, a quick study of basic 
colour theory and techniques can, 
with little effort, play an integral role 
in a worshipper’s experience during 
every moment of a service, starting 
from the moment he or she walks 
into the auditorium. In this article we 
will look at some basic colour theory 
principles, tools, and basic techniques 
to incorporate colour into your services 
and help you to convey the mood you 
want to achieve.

Warm versus cool

To many beginner lighting designers 
and technicians, any discussion of 
the use of colour in lighting often 
begins with the description of speci  c 
colours – red, blue, straw, pink, etc. 
To understand the rationale behind 
the use of these speci  c colours 
for conveying moods, however, the 
designer needs to understand some 
of the basic, subconscious human 

reactions to coloured light itself.
Lighting designers use the terms 

‘warm’ and ‘cool’ to describe the 
psychological effect that certain 
colours have on human emotion. A 
coloured light that causes most people 
to feel a sense of relative warmth 
is described as a ‘warm colour’. In 
contrast, a coloured light that causes 
most people to feel a sense of relative 
coolness is described as a ‘cool colour’. 
When thinking about the visible light 

spectrum, the warm colours are the 
reds, oranges, and yellows, while the 
cool colours are the greens, blues and 
violets.

One of the most basic examples of 
warm versus cool light can be seen 
in the colour temperature difference 
between an incandescent light source 
and a typical  uorescent light source. 
An incandescent light source typically 
gives off an orange-coloured light, 
which causes the feeling of warmth. In 
contrast, a typical  uorescent source 
gives off a bluish-green-coloured light, 
which causes the feeling of coolness.

In a practical example, how many 
movie theatres, playhouses, or 
department stores are lit primarily 
with  uorescent lights  These venues 
want their customers to feel warm, 
welcomed, and comfortable, and are 
lit in such a way as to convey these 
moods. By contrast, many medical 
facilities are lit with  uorescent light 
sources which, though giving a feeling 
of coolness, also give a sense of 
sterility and cleanness in combination 
with the colours chosen for wall 
 nishes and decor. In most house 
of worship settings, the feelings of 
welcome and comfort are desired 
from the moment a worshipper walks 
into the auditorium. The easiest 
method of achieving this warmth is 
the careful selection of light sources to 
provide general light coverage of the 
auditorium itself. 

As a general rule, begin a lighting 
design by thinking about and 
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describing the overall mood that is 
looking to be achieved in terms of 
creating a warmly lit environment or 
a coolly lit environment. This process 
will guide the lighting designer towards 
selecting appropriate colours to 
enhance and convey the desired mood.

The meaning and 
use of colour

Once the designer has decided 
whether they wish to achieve a warm 
or cool environment, the next step is 
to select the colour(s) that will convey 
that mood. Often this can be done 

personal experience with a particular 
mood or feeling. For example, if you are 
trying to convey the mood of joy, think 
of what colour(s) embody a period of 
joy from your own prior experience. In 
a design discussion setting, it could 
be that individuals will express the 
same mood in different colours. Just 
as two people may look at the same 
piece of art and have very different 
interpretations of the work, the 
meaning of colour is very individualistic 

factors. There are some meanings of 
colours, however, that are commonly 
accepted, and the house of worship 
lighting designer can usually rely on 

to convey a mood.
The range of warm colours typically 

conveys stronger moods and feelings. 
The colour red often conveys love, 
affection, excitement, and intensity. 
On the other hand, red can also 
convey hostility and aggressiveness. 
The colour orange conveys warmth, 
excitement, and happiness; but it 
can also convey being distressed or 
disturbed. The colour yellow conveys 
cheerfulness and joy, but, like red, can 
convey aggression and hostility.

In contrast, the range of cool colours 
typically conveys more peaceful moods 

and feelings. The colour violet often 
conveys dignity, but it can also convey 
sadness and melancholy. The colour 
blue conveys coolness, pleasantness 
and tenderness, although blue also 
can also convey sadness. The colour 

green often conveys leisure, security 
and freshness, but it can also convey 
illness.

particular meanings, but the direction 
from which the light is focused and 

what they are looking at. In most 
house of worship settings, mood 

through coloured lighting is achieved 
through a simple back or top colour 
wash of the auditorium stage. In a 
theatrical environment, colour may 
be used from a front-lighting position 
for creating realistic lighting looks, 

effects. In the house of worship 
environment, however, clear visibility of 
the pastor or person on stage is much 
more important. Additionally, with 
the increased use of video for image 

of services, modelling the subject on 
the stage is very important to prevent 
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Mood lighting at Seoul Foreign School,
where John Black is theatre manager

The colour blue can be used to convey tenderness
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wash from a back or top-lighting 

camera and creates a wash of light 
that will not compete with the front 
lighting.

So once the decision has been made 

washes from back or top-lighting 

The tools

some other standard incandescent 

in the rig.
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An intense use of red lighting at Gateway Church

Contrasting reds and blues
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Conveying the mood
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The use of different, sometimes contrasting colours can help to evoke 
a powerful atmosphere

Purple can be used to convey a 
regal mood
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