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A Dictionary Of Color
Combinations

Unlocking the Power of Color: A Comprehensive
Guide to A Dictionary of Color Combinations

Color is one of the most powerful tools in design, but choosing the right combinations can
feel overwhelming. That is where A Dictionary of Color Combinations comes in. This
remarkable reference book, originally compiled by Japanese artist and designer Sanzo
Wada, is a timeless resource that organizes hundreds of curated, harmonious color palettes.
Whether you are a graphic designer, interior decorator, painter, or fashion enthusiast, this
book serves as an essential bridge between theory and practical application. In this article,
we will explore its origins, structure, and the many ways it can inspire your creative work.



The Origins of Sanzo Wada’s Color Dictionary

First published in the 1930s, A Dictionary of Color Combinations was the culmination of
Sanzo Wada’s deep study of color relationships. Wada, a prominent Japanese artist,
designed costumes for the Imperial Household and worked extensively in stage and film. He
approached color with a meticulous, almost scientific eye. The original book contained
three volumes, with the first and second volumes later combined into the modern edition
most commonly available today. The third volume remained separate.

Wada’s work was revolutionary because he categorized colors not by arbitrary rules, but by
how they interact visually. He arranged combinations into families such as vivid contrasts,
gentle harmonies, and subtle gradations. Each page presents a grid of three or four color
swatches, with the main color at the center and its accompanying hues alongside it. The
result is a visual library that designers can flip through to find instant inspiration.

What Makes This Book So Valuable for Designers?

In a world of infinite digital color pickers and algorithm-generated palettes, why does a
nearly century-old physical book remain popular? The answer lies in its curation and
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thoughtfulness. A Dictionary of Color Combinations is not a textbook on color theory; it
is a practical tool. Every palette has been tested by Wada’s trained eye and historical
knowledge of Japanese and Western art. The combinations feel balanced and emotionally
resonant. Here are a few reasons designers continue to rely on it:

Timeless Aesthetics: The palettes are drawn from traditional Japanese color
sensibilities, which emphasize muted tones, seasonal shifts, and natural harmonies.
These colors never feel dated.
Easy to Use: The swatches are printed with clear labels and a unique numbering
system. You can quickly locate a specific color by its reference number and find all
its suggested companions.
Bridges Digital and Physical: Many digital color tools, such as Adobe Color, now
allow you to import scanned swatches from the book. This makes it easy to translate
traditional palettes into modern design software.
Inspiration Without Overwhelm: Instead of showing millions of possible
combinations, the book offers about 348 two-color combinations and many three- or
four-color ones. This limited selection forces you to focus on what works.



How to Use A Dictionary of Color Combinations in Your Projects

The true power of this book lies in its versatility. Whether you are designing a brand
identity, painting a still life, or selecting colors for a website, the process is simple. Here is a
step-by-step approach to integrating Wada’s palettes into your workflow:

1. Identify Your Base Color

Start by deciding the primary color that sets the mood of your project. For example, if you
are working on a calming wellness brand, you might choose a muted sage green. Flip
through the first section of the book, which is organized by main hues. Locate the page for
your base color. Each page shows that color in the center, surrounded by six to eight
different companion sets.

2. Choose a Complementary Palette

From the available options, select two or three companion colors that speak to your design
goals. The book offers both high-contrast combinations (for bright, energetic designs) and
low-contrast, harmonious ones (for subtle, sophisticated looks). For example, pairing a deep
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indigo with a soft peach creates a warm-yet-grounding palette ideal for editorial layouts.

3. Convert to Digital Values

If you are working digitally, you will need to match the printed swatch to RGB or HEX
values. Fortunately, many designers have created online resources and even mobile apps
that list the exact color codes for Wada’s combinations. You can also use a color picker on a
high-resolution scan of the book to obtain values. For physical media like paint or fabric,
the book works directly as a reference.

4. Test Proportions and Hierarchy

A palette from the book suggests a relationship, but it does not dictate proportions. Use one
color as the dominant hue (60%), a second as the secondary (30%), and a third as an accent
(10%). This rule of thumb creates visual balance while keeping your design engaging.

Examples of Iconic Combinations from the Book

To illustrate the book’s power, here are three famous combinations often cited by designers:



Crimson + Amber + Cream: A dynamic, warm combination reminiscent of
autumn leaves or vintage Japanese woodblock prints. Works well for food packaging
and rustic branding.
Indigo + Ivory + Dusty Rose: A sophisticated and elegant triad often used in
interior design for cozy reading nooks or luxury stationery.
Charcoal + Mustard + Birch White: A modern, almost mid-century modern
palette that feels both retro and contemporary. Great for minimalist websites.

How the Book Compares to Digital Color Tools

Digital tools like Adobe Color, Coolors, or Paletton are algorithm-driven. They can
generate thousands of palettes in seconds, but they often miss the subtlety of handmade
curation. A Dictionary of Color Combinations offers a human touch. Wada understood
that colors look different on paper versus a screen, and that adjacent colors shift perception.
The book’s combinations account for these optical illusions. Furthermore, the physical act
of flipping pages and seeing two colors side by side in print helps your brain evaluate them
more accurately than squinting at a backlit monitor.

Another advantage is the book’s cultural depth. Many of the color names are drawn from



A Dictionary Of Color Combinations

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Kiera & Anton • Every book is a new adventure. • Page 7

traditional Japanese sources—like “azuki bean brown” or “wisteria violet”—which carry
connotations of nature and history. These associations can inform your design narrative.
Digital palettes rarely come with such rich storytelling.

Common Mistakes When Using the Book

Despite its simplicity, some users struggle to translate the book to modern media. Here are
pitfalls to avoid:

Relying solely on one palette: The book is a starting point. Combine two adjacent
palettes or add a neutral from your own judgment to make the design unique.
Ignoring contrast for accessibility: Some combinations may be low contrast and
difficult to read in text-heavy digital contexts. Always check your designs for WCAG
compliance if needed.
Matching colors too perfectly: The printed swatches are approximate. Expect
slight variation when you replicate them digitally or in paint. Use the book as a
guide, not a rigid standard.



The Book’s Enduring Influence on Modern Design

Since its re-release by Seigensha in 2010, A Dictionary of Color Combinations has seen a
resurgence among illustrators, UI designers, and even textile artists. Instagram and Pinterest
are filled with posts featuring photos of its pages alongside modern design work. Its
popularity partly stems from a backlash against over-saturated digital colors. People crave
the restrained, natural harmonies that Wada championed. Even major brands like Apple and
MUJI echo these sensibilities in their product palettes.

For beginners, the book demystifies color theory without jargon. For experts, it provides a
quick reference that jumpstarts creative blocks. It is a humble yet powerful tool that proves
great design often comes from looking backward to move forward.

Where to Find the Book and Additional Resources

The most common edition is “A Dictionary of Color Combinations Vol. 1 & 2” published
by Seigensha. It is widely available through online bookstores and specialty art supply
shops. There is also “A Dictionary of Color Combinations Vol. 3” which focuses on more
subdued and monochromatic harmonies. For those who prefer digital, some artists offer
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printable PDF worksheets based on the book’s palettes. Additionally, the free mobile app
“Wada Color” (available on iOS and Android) provides instant access to all combinations
with RGB/HEX codes.

Pairing the book with a solid grounding in basic color theory—like the color wheel,
complementary, analogous, and triadic schemes—will help you understand why Wada’s
combinations work. This blend of intuition and theory is what produces truly memorable
color work.

Conclusion: A Timeless Companion for Creative Souls

A Dictionary of Color Combinations is more than a reference book; it is an invitation to
see the world through a more harmonious lens. Whether you are a seasoned professional or
a passionate amateur, its palettes will help you make confident color choices that resonate
emotionally and aesthetically. In an age of infinite digital noise, Sanzo Wada’s carefully
crafted combinations remind us that sometimes the best answer is small, simple, and
beautiful. Add this book to your design library, keep it on your desk, and let it guide your
next masterpiece.


