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A colour wheel is an illustration of colours around a circle that shows relationships between them. 

 

 
  

Warm & Cool Colours  
 

Warm colours can be exciting or aggressive. These are the reds and yellows, similar to the colours of fire. These colours stand out 

when viewed from a distance.  

 

Cool colours are more calming or recessive. These are the greens and blues, similar to the colours of ice. These colours appear to 

recede and fade into the distance.  

www.brendaroweartwork.com


 
Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary Colours  
 

 
 

Three colours (red, blue, and yellow) cannot be made by mixing other colours together and are known as the primary colours.  

 

If you mix two primary colours together, you create what is called a secondary colour. Mixing blue and red creates violet; red and 

yellow make orange; yellow and blue make green. The exact hue of the secondary colour you've mixed depends on which red, blue, 

or yellow you use and the proportions in which you mix them.  

 

Tertiary colours are also called intermediates and are mixed using the secondary colours. You will be able to mix 6 tertiary 

colours…..red-orange, yellow-orange, blue-green, yellow-green, blue-violet, and red-violet. By varying the proportions of the 

colours you're mixing, you create the different tertiary colours.  



 
Complementary Colours  
 

When placed next to each other, complementary colours make each other appear brighter, more intense. The shadow of an object will 

also contain its complementary colour, for example the shadow of a green apple will contain some red. You can use compliment 

colours to create contrast, create fast movement through the work, lead to a centre of interest, or mix to make darker values of each 

other. For example, if you wanted to paint a bowl of oranges as your focal point in a painting, the best colour to use as the wall colour 

would be blue.  

 

 
 

The complementary colour of a primary colour (red, blue, or yellow) is the colour you get by mixing the other two primary colours. 

So the complementary colour of red is green, of blue is orange, and of yellow is violet. Conversely, the complementary colour of a 

secondary colour (green, orange, and violet) is the primary colour not used in mixing the secondary colour.  

 

The complementary colour of a tertiary colour is the colour directly across from it on the colour wheel. For example, the 

complement of yellow-green is red-violet.  

 

Split Complementary  
 

Choose one colour and select the two colours sitting next to its complement. This still creates that highlighting contrast but with a 

softer feel. This means there are always tertiary colours in your painting which makes your resulting palette quite sophisticated.  

 

 
 



 
Triadic Complementary  
 

Three equilateral colours forming a perfect triangle which is always a set of primaries, secondaries, or tertiaries. This creates varied 

effects and is often harsh as a colour scheme. Triadic colour harmonies tend to be quite vibrant and the colours should be carefully 

balanced. It is most often best to let one colour dominate in the painting and use the other two colours for accents.  

 

 
 

Double Complementary (also known as the Rectangle or Tetradic Complementary)  

 

Four colours consisting of any two neighbours and their complements which creates a harmonious tension. This is a rich colour 

scheme and allows more variations in colour. As with the triadic complement, it is best to pick one dominant colour and use the other 

three as accents.  

 

 



 
Analogous Colours  
 

Colours located next to each other on a colour wheel are analogous colours. These colours usually match well and can create unity, 

create slow movement through the work, keep tones consistently warm or cool, or evoke a season. Analogous colours are often found 

in nature and are usually pleasing to the eye. Similar to triadic and tetradic complements, use one colour as your dominant colour, use 

a second as a main supporting colour, and then use the others as accents. When using analogous colours, you must be aware that you 

may lose contrast with the similar colours and have to vary the tints and shades to make them stand out more rather than blend 

together. 

 

 
  

Browns & Greys – The Broken Colours  
 

Browns and greys contain all three primary colours. They're created by mixing either all three primary colours or a primary and 

secondary colour (secondary colours of course being made from two primaries). Broken colours exist outside the colour wheel. They 

can be cool or warm, depending on the colours you use to make them. Broken colours are earthy and dull.  

 

White & Black  
 

While it may seem logical that to lighten a colour you add white to it and that to darken it you add black, this is an oversimplification. 

White reduces brightness so although it makes a colour lighter, it removes its vibrancy. Black doesn't so much add darkness as create 

murkiness (though there are instances in which black is uniquely useful, such as the range of greens it can produce when mixed with 

yellow!).  



 
Adding White to Lighten a Colour  
 

Adding white to a colour produces a tint of that colour, makes a transparent colour opaque, and cools the colour. This is most 

noticeable with red (warm), which changes into pink (cool) when you add white.  

You can add white to lighten a colour, but because this removes the vibrancy of a colour you'll end up with a washed-out picture if 

you use white to lighten all you colours. Instead try and use yellow to lighten colours. If you must use white, use it sparingly.  

 

Adding Black to Darken a Colour  
 

Black tends to dirty colours rather than simply darken them. Of the most common blacks, mars black is the blackest and is very 

opaque, ivory black has a brown undertone, and lamp black a blue undertone. I use Payne’s Grey as my “Black” colour. Think about 

how much is truly black in nature. Shadows are not simply black nor a darker version of the colour of the object. They contain the 

complementary colour of the object.  

 

Take, for example, the shadow on a yellow object. If you mix black and yellow, you get an unattractive olive green. Instead of using 

this for the shadow, use a deep purple. Purple being the complementary colour of yellow, both will look more vibrant. If you can't 

figure out what colours are in the shadows, simplify what you're looking at by placing your hand or a piece of white paper next to the 

bit you're having trouble with, then look again.  

 

ou can also darken some colours by adding their complement to them. The best example of this is with red and green. By adding a 

little green to a puddle of red paint, you will create a rich dark red. Conversely, by adding a little red to a puddle of green paint, you 

will create a richer darker green.  

 

Tints, Shades, and Tones  
 

If a colour is made lighter by adding white, it is a tint. This lightens and desaturates the hue, making it less intense. Tints are often 

called pastels, and they strike many people as calmer, quieter colors.  

 

If a colour is made darker by adding black or grey, it is a shade. Shades tend to be richer, darker and often more intense than the 

original color. Because many black pigments can be overpowering, adding black to a hue is tricky and sometimes frustrating. By 

adding even a small amount of certain black pigments, you can change the character of a hue, so use those sparingly. Instead, you 

can often make a hue darker by adding another dark hue (complimentary colour) rather than black. 

 

And if grey is added, it is a tone. Depending on the proportions of grey and the hue you've chosen, tones can be darker or lighter 

than the original hue. They can also appear less saturated or intense than the original. Tones can reveal subtle and complex qualities 

in a hue or a combination of hues, and are more true to the way we see colors in the real world. 

 

 

 
 


