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DESIGN DISPATCH

Don’t let their simplicity fool you: !ough 
they’re the most basic shades on the color 
wheel, primary hues can be used to 

surprisingly sophisticated e"ect. “Primary colors 
come with a sense of purity, simplicity and enthu-
siasm,” says professional color consultant Amy Wax. 
“!e appeal lies in their youthful energy.” !e role 
of these bold hues in design is a complicated one. 
While red, blue and yellow are the source of all 
other colors (black and white are used to create 
tone and value), their subdued secondary deriva-
tives are arguably more popular in interiors. “!e 
trick is #nding a balance,” says Wax. “When paired 
with understated hues, primary-colored accents can 
elevate and energize a pale$e. !ey’re the sense of 
humor, and they’re honest and forthcoming.” 

!e signi#cance of primary colors has long  
been explored by art and design theorists, most 
notably those from the Bauhaus school. Founded  
in 1919 by architect Walter Gropius, the movement 
emerged from war-torn Germany with a mission  
to unite the art world%and society%through a 
universal creative expression. “!ey were seeking  
to de#ne modernity by stripping things down to 
basic colors and shapes,” explains design historian 
Alexa Gri&th Winton, manager of content and 
curriculum at Cooper Hewi$, Smithsonian Design 
Museum. “Europeans witnessed so much death  
and destruction during World War I; the Bauhaus 
proposed the idea that in its purest form, art can 
unify and, ultimately, heal the world.” 

At the school, courses on the primary colors 
were required and were taught by esteemed artists 

like Josef Albers, Wassily Kandinsky and Paul Klee. 
“Kandinsky believed color and emotion were 
linked,” says Winton. “He’d give his students a 
diagram of a circle, square and triangle, and ask 
them to assign a primary color to each to demon-
strate how we instinctively associate certain colors 
with shapes.” !e artist perceived circles as blue, 
squares as red and triangles as yellow%a sentiment 
that’s showcased in an array of iconic Bauhaus 
works, including Peter Keler’s Cradle (see page 18) 
and Herbert Bayer’s 1923 wall-painting study for 
the stairwell of the school’s main building in 
Weimar. “!e foundational emphasis on primary 
colors at the Bauhaus is still widely used in pres-
ent-day art school curriculums,” says Winton. “!e 
idea that art and design can heal the world might 
seem outdated, but the belief that even the most 
basic shapes and colors are fundamental to design 
and that the most humble, everyday objects 
deserve to be well-designed lives on.”

!e notion that primary colors evoke certain 
emotions also remains popular today. At a pseudo-
scienti#c level, the #eld of chromotherapy purports 
that exposure to red, yellow and blue light can 
reduce everything from headaches and muscle 
soreness to stress levels, while interior color consul-
tants agree that at the very least, employing these 
hues in a room can boost your mood. “Not only do 

primary colors visually brighten up a space, but 
they also o"er a feel-good element that can also 
help spark creativity,” says Wax.

Regardless of their appeal, integrating the three 
hues into a room isn’t always easy. “My rule of 
thumb is to use them as accents%on chairs, cabi-
nets, side tables, pillows and accessories like vases 
and objets d’art,” says North Bethesda, Maryland–
based designer Lorna Gross. “!ey bring a certain 
energy and vibrancy to a space; the key is deter-
mining the appropriate dose and proportion.”

Gross, who regularly employs primary hues in 
her projects, says another trick to decorating with 
bold colors is incorporating them in groups, which 
keeps a splashy shade from looking out of place. 
“!e most ideal result occurs when the color is 
repeated at least three times, such as two chairs and 
a vase or artwork,” she explains. “!ey can be toned 
down with so'er, muted hues for a more sophisti-
cated feel, or mixed with neutrals and metallics for 
an ultraluxe look.”

Whether you’re a fan of the Bauhaus movement 
or simply looking to brighten up a neutral room 
with the zip of a striking blue (or red, or yellow), 
one thing all design lovers can agree on is that 
primary-colored pieces invigorate an interior. 
“Primary colors are so spirited,” says Gross. “!ey 
immediately li' the energy level.” !

Currey & Company channeled the 
primary colored artwork of Piet 

Mondrian for its Mister M collection. 
LEFT: A classic Bauhaus textbook by 

Ellen Lupton and J. Abbott Miller.

ON THE BEAT

Primary Palette
This season’s coolest color combo is a trio of elementary school classics.

BY CAROLINE BIGGS



BUSINESSOFHOME.COM | WINTER 2022 21

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

Y
: 

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F

 B
R

A
N

D
S

RED

1. In 1925, Marcel Breuer%then a mere apprentice 
at the Bauhaus school%was inspired by the tubular 
steel frame of a bicycle when he designed his 
landmark Wassily chair, which is now available 
(including in red leather) at Knoll. 

2. The multifaceted silhouette of The Lacquer 

Company’s Octagonal wastebasket is a geometry 
lesson anyone can enjoy.

3. Bauhaus philosophy claimed that form follows 
function. The Geo-C-02 pull by Nest Studio 

Collection balances style with practicality, and 
can be mounted in a variety of positions to dress up 
drawers and cupboards alike. 

4. Winter’s far from bleak when you’re cuddled in 
Room & Board’s punchy and plush mohair and 
wool Townes throw.

5. In Poppy Red, the Cocotte Low table at Fermob 
is quite the coquette. Plus, its removable aluminum 
tabletop moonlights as a serving tray.

6. Talk about a sleeper hit: The suave, curving  
lines of Mitchell Gold + Bob Williams’s Archer 
bed in Vermilion performance microvelvet are 
simply dreamy.

7. The scalloped edges of Muller Van Severen’s 
large Arcs candleholder at Hay add a playful touch 
to the tablescape.

YELLOW

1. Bask in the light of this wireless gem designed by 
Christophe Mathieu for Marset. The Bicoca table 
lamp, available at Lightology, can be moved 
about the house with ease.

2. Straight talk: There’s a reason Gerrit Thomas 
Rietveld’s whimsical Zig-Zag chair is an icon. 
Almost a century later, you can still find this 
cantilevered wooden number at Cassina. 

3. Hudson Grace’s HG Citron hand-dyed linen 
napkins will add a sprightly touch to any meal. 

4. Though EQ3’s bright Eve daybed in Herringbone 
Sun may look too lively for napping, it’s sure to 
rejuvenate.

5. Perk up your sofa in seconds with Surya’s 
Cotton Velvet pillow in Mustard. 

6. The shape-shifting Two-Way side table by 
Element de Base, available at MoMA Design 

Store, can be used horizontally as a low-profile 
end table or vertically as a space-savvy stand.

7. Lift your spirits with the Rialto Old Fashioned 
glasses by Sir/Madam, which is available in Ginger 
at Design Within Reach. The famous Rialto 
Bridge in Venice inspired the arched motif on this 
handmade set.
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