
 

 

Color Theory/Color Harmony 
Color Spectrum: 
 Spectrum of Light: visible light is composed of various wavelengths. 

   The longest wavelength is Red; the shortest is Violet. 

   Light through a prism will be cast as colors from red to violet. 

   The Color Wheel is that bar of colors wrapped into a circle. 

 Primary Colors: Red, Yellow, Blue (Primary Triadic) 

   All other colors can be made from these three colors. 

   Complement: Secondary color made from the other two primaries. 

 Secondary Colors: Orange, Green, Violet (Secondary Triadic) 

   Made by mixing two primary colors. 

   Complement: the Primary not used to make the color. 

 Intermediary Colors: made by mixing a primary and an adjacent secondary. 

   Red-Orange, Yellow-Orange, Yellow-Green, Blue-Green, Blue-Violet 

   Red Violet is a color invented to complete the color wheel. 

   Complement: the Intermediary opposite on the Color Wheel. 

 Tertiary Colors: made by mixing secondaries to make dull, complex colors   

   Russet (Orange-Violet), Citron (Orange-Green), Olive (Green-Violet) 

 Earth Tones: earth pigments 

   Yellow: Yellow Ochre, Raw Sienna, Raw Umber 

   Red: Burnt Sienna, Burnt Umber 

Properties of Color: 
 Hue: the name or description of the color by its wavelength 

 Value: the lightness or darkness of a color (Value Scale) 

 Intensity: the purity or saturation of the color (dominance) from vivid to dull 

 Temperature: Warm (red, orange, yellow) or Cool (green, blue, violet) 

      Each color can be divided into warm/cool temperatures. 

 Reflection: transparent, translucent or opaque characteristics of pigment/paint 

 Tonality: the relationship of Hue, Value and Intensity 

Alteration of Color: 
 Tint: add white to make lighter values of a color.  White cools colors. 

 Shade: add black to make darker values of a color. Black warms colors. 

 Tone: add White and Black to make Tonal Values of a color. Gray neutralizes.  

 Mute: add the compliment of a color. 

 Dull:  add an earth tone to a color. 

 Harmony: add (touches) of the dominate/control color to all other colors. 

 

Manipulating Color: 



 

 

 Key: indicates the relative range of values used in the painting. 

  High Key describes paintings done in middle to high values. 

  Low Key describes paintings done in middle to dark values. 

  Full Intensity describes a painting using the full range of values. 

 Perspective: The management of space: The mind believes what the eye perceives. 

  Spatial Perspective: The depth of field created through control of color. 

       Front Plane (Foreground): center of interest with most value and 

detail. 

    Use light, bright and warm colors to bring elements forward. 

       Middle Plane: supportive elements with less value and detail used. 

    Use slightly neutralized or cooler colors. 

       Rear Plane (Background): less value, detail and contrast. 

    Use dark, dull and cool colors to recede elements. 

    Adding white to colors to create distance in a landscape. 

  Linear Perspective: The size, scale, proportion, position of drawn objects. 

The Gray Scale: 
 A value scale used to judge color values: the Munsell Gray Scale.   

 The (approximate) percentage of White to Black creates the tonal values of gray: 

  9: White (100%)  5: Middle Value (50%) 4: High Dark (40%) 

  8: High Light (85%)     3: Dark (30%) 

  7: Light (70%)      2: Low Dark (15%) 

  6: Low Light (60%)      1: Black (0%) 

Color Schemes: 
 Monochromatic: one color is used which may be altered using tints, tones, shades. 

  Monotone: one value and intensity of a single color. 

 Analogous: 3 adjacent colors from 1/3 of the color wheel. 

  Related Analogous: 5 adjacent colors in either a warm or cool scheme. 

 Complementary:  2 colors opposite each other on the wheel (plus altered colors). 

   One color must dominate and the other must be supportive. 

 Split Complementary: the key color is combined with colors adjacent (one from 

   each side) to its complement. 

 Triadic: 3 colors that are equidistant from each other on the color wheel. 

 Double Complementary: two sets of complementary colors which are separated by 

   a single intermediary on the color wheel.   

 Polychromatic: all colors on the color wheel are used. 
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