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Colour wheel basics

This is a basic colour wheel. The triangle in the middle shows the primary colours, red, yellow and blue. Together with 
black and white, every colour can be mixed by a combination of these colours (with black and white).

The secondary colours are orange, violet and green, these are made by mixing two of the primary colours together.

The tertiary colours are an increment between the secondary and primary , these are made by mixing a primary colour and 
one of its secondary colours.

This outside ring is the basis of the more complex colour wheel, more increments can be made by mixing a colour from the 
outside ring with its neighbor to create a new ring.

Glossary

Hue -Colour (there are 12 basic hues, red, yellow, green etc)

Shade -A hue darkened with black

Tone -A hue dulled with grey

Tint -A hue lightened with white

Saturation -The intensity or purity of a hue, the closer the hue is to grey the more desaturated it is

Value -The lightness or darkness of a hue
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Colour Wheel

Here you can see many more increments of colour in this colour wheel. Each fades from a dark on the external rings to a 
light on the internal rings.

The colour wheel, broadly speaking is split into warm and cool colours. Yellow-green to blue is considered cool and blue-
violet to yellow is considered warm.

It is important to become familiar with this as it informs balance in your work.

Colours that are opposite each other on the wheel are known as complimentary colours, for example red and green, orange 
and blue, yellow and violet.

Warm Cool
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Light

Colour is light. Light is formed of all the main colours as seen separated by a prism.

Colour is seen by light hitting a surface that absorbs all the colours apart from the one it reflects. For example a red valse 
absorbs orange, yellow, green, blue, violet and reflects red.  A white surface reflects all colours and a black surface absorbs 
all colours. 

As white light is separated to make red, orange, yellow, green, blue and violet light (the primary and secondary colours) 
they combine to make white light, because the secondary colours are made from primary colours, you need only the 
primary colours to make white light.

If you remove any of the secondary colours from the light, for example we remove green, the combination of the remaining 
hues will turn to the complimentary colour of what has been removed; red.  If we take out yellow, the other colours will 
yield violet, the complimentary of yellow.
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Black and White effect

Black is the absence of reflected light and white is the reflection of all colours.

Its worth noting the properties of  white and black in relation to this: 

Black contracts, it pulls in light and white emanates and radiates light. 

This is the reason that the same sized black square looks smaller when on a white background and a white square looks 
larger on a black background.

Black and white not only effect our perception of scale but also shade. A light grey square looks dark on a white 
background and the same light grey  looks light on a black background.
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Black and white effect on colour

As black and white effect scale and shade they also have an effect on colours.

Below the yellow square looks darker when surrounded by white and has a brilliance when surrounded by black. The same 
thing happens with the red square, it seems dark on white but brilliant on black. Again with the blue square, black and 
white have the same effect.

The reason white makes the colour appear darker is because we are comparing it to the brilliant white, so they appear 
darker in shade. The black has the opposite effect. 

The white emanates, shrinking the coloured squares, and the black contracts, making the coloured squares seem larger, 
almost glow.
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Simultaneous Contrast

Now we know how some colours are perceived when seen surrounded by black 
and white we understand that the perception of a colour is dependant on what 
it is being compared to. A piece of string is only ‘long’ if it is compared to a short 
piece of string. A yellow is only bright if it is compared to a duller colour.

If you want to make a colour more prominent, you place it next to it’s opposite 
value or color. If you want it to be more subtle, you place it next to a similar value 
of color. This is simultaneous contrast for colour (See ‘Composition 3 hidden 
techniques’)

 This red and green are complete opposites, from the second ring of this colour 
wheel. They are complimentary colours, therefore ‘favism’ is created where it is 
uncomfortable for the eye to view them. 

 This red and orange are very close on the colour wheel and in the same ring so 
the red looks more subtle than it does next to the green. 

 This pale green is not the exact opposite of the red, it is in a different ring (in this 
case lighter) and too blue to be the opposite tone. This still makes the red stand 
out but not as prominently as the direct opposite. 
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The eye seeks equilibrium

As with composition the eye finds balance and equilibrium pleasing.  The same applies to colour. 

If you stare at this violet square for a while then close your eyes tight, you’ll see a yellow square in the after-image. Yellow is 
the complimentary colour of violet.  Try with the red square and you should see a green square in the after-image. 
(you may need to hide the other colour)

The eye seems to want to restore equilibrium itself by using the opposite of what it has seen to neutralise. 

The same idea applies to all colours including black and white.

The only colour this doesn’t work for is mid-grey, this colour generates a state of equilibrium in the eye already. (That’s why 
to view any colour without risk of altering our perception by contrast it should be viewed on mid-grey.)
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Harmonies

Mid grey, which the eye strives for can be mixed from white and black or from any two complimentary colours and white.

With this in mind, we can create a palette by creating shapes inside the colour wheel. A square or rectangle will give two 
sets of complimentary colours and a triangle will give one colour and the 2 colour components of its complimentary colour. 
The palettes created by this method will always combine (when mixed with white) to make mid grey.

Johannes Itten says “we can make the general statement that all complementary pairs, all triads whose colours form 
equilateral or isosceles triangles in the twelve-member colour circle, and all tetrads forming squares or rectangles, are 
harmonious.”
These shapes when placed centrally over the colour wheel will produced a harmonious palette.

Although there are many great paintings that have a non-harmonious palette which have been used to great effect, is still 
worth knowing the theory of how to create a harmonious palette.
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Harmonies

Here are some examples on the following pages of: a straight  complimentary, triangles, square and rectangle colour 
palette harmonies.
The shapes can be any size as long as it is central.

Below we see an example of a complimentary pair palette. The dominant colours are yellow and violet, the artwork is made 
up  almost entirely of different values of these two hues.

An equilateral triangle (or triad) gives you three evenly spaced colours, like the primary colours, these will always mix to 
give a mid-grey.

Van Gogh ‘The sower’
Alexej von Jawlensky - ‘Schokko mit Tellerhut’

Complimentary Triad -Equilateral
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Harmonies

Triangles give you a split complimentary - one colour and two other colours that combine to make the complimentary of 
the first colour. This will happen with any isosceles triangle.
The dotted lines show the position on the complementaries, the two colours on either side will mix to make this colour.

Notice how the triangle can be any size on the colour wheel as long as its central.

David Hockney ‘More Felled Trees on Woldgate’
Francis Bacon ‘Triptych 1974-77’

Triad -Isosceles / split complimentary Triad -Isosceles / split complimentary
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Harmonies

Squares and rectangles give two sets of complimentary colours, so the sum of the hues are always going to mix to create 
mid-grey.

Apart from the relative positions of the colours, their quantitative proportion and their degrees of purity and brilliance are 
also important.

This should be seen as an aid rather than a rule in selecting a harmonious palette.

Gilbert and George ‘Thumbing’
Van Gogh ‘Olive Grove - Orange Sky’

Square Rectangle
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Colour palettes

Although not considered ‘harmonious’ palettes, other ways of creating effective colour palettes are:

Monochromatic -where many shades of the same hue can be used, or

Analogous -where a few hues are used that are close together on the colour wheel.

Picasso ‘Blue nude’
Picasso ‘La Soupe’

Monochromatic Analogous
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Colour Hierarchy

Building a harmonious colour palette also requires a hierarchy of colours. This is the proportion of each colour in your 
palette. 

In the example we see the blue of the sky as the largest area of color, then the color of their skin (pink) as the second largest 
area. Then we have the red shirt, which gives the image it’s “pop.” We also notice the red first because it has such a strong 
pull for our eyes. Finally, we have the yellow color of the rubber duckies.

Generally neutrals such as the concrete in this image are not included in the colour palette, the same goes for black and 
white although they are all very important to create balance.

Example: Bruno Barbey
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Ignite the palette

We can use this knowledge of complimentary colours, warm and cool colours, simultaneous contrast and hierarchy to ignite a colour palette.

In this example you can see that Monet has mostly used cool colours, greens and blues. The coloured bar to the right gives a rough idea of the colours used 
and their proportion in the painting. 

The red pops for two reasons: first because it is a complimentary colour to the green around it (simultaneous contrast). Secondly it is a small amount of a 
warm colour in a predominantly cool coloured artwork.

Examples: Claude Monet ‘Poppies at Argenteuil’ You can see that by changing the poppy colour to a violet 
makes the piece much less interesting. As does changing to 
yellow, although yellow is a warm colour, the artwork has 
too much yellow-green for this to have impact.
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Colour Hierarchy

Below, the light wall is considered neutral even though it has a light pink tint, so the next mass of color is blue. Then the red 
of the man’s skin…the yellowish brown of the far right window….and finally the roosters head. There is some darker blue 
in the doorway, but it’s hardly noticeable. Look at the quantity of color in the swatch below. The warm colors are more than 
the cool colors therefore the blue is what ignites this scene. 

To the right,  mostly warm colors are used, yellow and brown, so we are seeing the same where the cool colors ignite the 
scene.

Examples: Bruno Barbey
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Colour clash

White, black, and other neutrals help to balance the color in images. Not every color can compete for attention so it is important to include these in your work.

In the painting below you see Matisse using red as the primary color, then green, yellow, and blue. By the large proportion of red and green he is using “Fauvism” where the artist tries to create a pulsating of 
the eyes by placing complimentary colors next to each other. This, paired with the minimal use of neutrals make the painting clash and is  quite uncomfortable to look at.

Here’s another image by McCurry where he captures a great color scheme, but it’s on the verge of capturing clashing colors. Clashing colors are colors that don’t tend to look good together. Like the pink of 
the gowns next to the red of the wall (see swatch below right). These two colors together seem to cause a hierarchy confusion and make the image unbalanced.

Examples: Henri Matisse “Le chambre rouge”
Steve McCurry 
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