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Neutral Color Theory



Every color has a toneða grayed colorðin the 

color spectrum that may become a neutral. 



Basics

Review

Black, white 

and gray have 

always been 

considered 

neutrals. 

But all tinted, 

toned and 

shaded colors 

are also 

considered 

neutrals.





Tints, Tones and Shades of a Color

If gray is added the result is a tone.

If white is added to a color it is a tint . 

If black is added it becomes a shade.



Whatôs a Neutral?

Every color on the color wheel has a tint and shade 

in the color spectrum that is a neutral. 





Sherwin-Williams paint samplers



Color Based Neutral Tints, Tones, Shades 

blue         yellow         red               blue          yellow          red  



Crescent Brands LLC Specifier Card

Neutrals Specifiers for 

Shades of Gray 2017 

Tints, Tones, Shades 2025.

2025 features neutrals 

broken into red, yellow, 

blue families illustrating 

tints, tones and 

shades of each.

A color dot could be 

applied to mat corner 

sample for easy reference 

when designing.



Neutrals in Framing



Original Chinese

Watercolor

Subtle color

contrast, still 

neutral



Florence, Italy
LE Etching

Pale blue gray, 

warm white and warm 

gray triple rag mat 

with spacer



Original art ï set of 3

Asian proportions elongate

Busy frames demand attention



Warm white expands image.

Spacer adds depth.

Top warm neutral ties 

to browns in the horse.



Pearl white rag enlarges image.

Warm gray rag top brings the eye 

into the gray of the horse. Dark 

frame aligns with the ink.



Shitake silk top mat.

Tan rag second mat.

Gray deep bevel wrap third mat.

Pearl white rag liner mat.



Traditionally framed with team 

colors, but think outside the box 

and try neutrals



White as a Neutral

Color enriches and enlivens art, but there

is nothing wrong with white on white. 

Asian theory states the blank white page 

is already a completed work of artéso

bright white or warm white rag mats can

easily enhance fine art. 



Creating dimension



LE calligraphy

Under tiered 8-ply 

with whit liner, 

spacer beneath



Italian Etching
Three white tints 

(crème, white, warm white)

for four mats with spacer.

Top mat is used to break up 

the negative space.



Contemporary
Narrower yetédouble rag 

white on white mat with spacer 

in Nielsen #34-21 metal

Mats donôt always need to 

be 4ò wide, they need to 

meld with the art



Black as a Neutral



Black, gray and white 

continues to trend



Eyvind Earle

High Gloss Serigraph

triple mat with fillet and 

8-ply pin stripe at top



Textural rather than 

smooth black cap frame, 

double rag mat with spacer  

over signed mounted photo

Traditional B&W photo 

framing is evolving



Original Gilded 

Calligraphy

floated art

black on black on black 

with gold fillet



Metallics

Gold & silver 

are also considered 

neutrals



Neutral

Monochromatic Palettes



Gray Scale

A monochromatic 

palette is fine, but 

introducing a color 

or accent will control 

the eye and complete 

the picture.



Monochromatic Palette



Pastel Tints & 

Soothing Neutrals



Grayed Tones and Tints



Gray Monochrome


