
color Vocabulary and Basic Theory 

 
Color:  is the Element of Art that is produced by light of various wavelengths, and when light strikes 
an object and reflects back to the eyes. 
 

 
This Element of Art is made up of three properties: 

Hue:  the color name, e.g., red, yellow, blue, etc. 
Intensity:  the purity and strength of a color, e.g., bright red or dull red 
Value:  the lightness or darkness of a color. 

 
The Color Wheel 
The color wheel was originally designed by Sir Isaac Newton and has been used by artists since the 
15th century.  There are many variations of the wheel; however it always remains organized according 
to primary, secondary, intermediate, and complimentary colors. 
 

Primary Colors:  the colors yellow, red and blue from which it is possible to mix all the other colors 
of the spectrum. 

Secondary Colors:  the colors obtained by mixing equal amounts of two primary colors.  The 
secondary colors are orange, green, and violet. 

Intermediate/Tertiary Colors:  they are produced by mixing 
unequal amounts of two primary colors. For example, adding more 
red to the combination of red and yellow will produce the 
intermediate color of red-orange. Intermediate colors are located 
between the primary and secondary colors on a color wheel. Other 
intermediate colors are orange-yellow, yellow-green, green-blue, 
blue-violet, and violet-red. 

Complementary Colors:  colors that are directly opposite each 
other on the color wheel, such as red and green, blue and orange, 
and violet and yellow. When complements are mixed together they 
form the neutral colors of brown or gray. 
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Color Temperature:  colors are often described as having 
temperature— such as warm (reds, oranges, and yellows), neutral 
(browns or grays), or cool (greens, blues, or purples). 

Analogous Colors:  any two or more colors that are next to each 
other on the color wheel and are closely related. For example, blue, 
blue-green, and green all have the color blue in common. Families of 
analogous colors include the warm colors (red, orange and yellow) 
and the cool colors (green, blue and violet). Analogous colors are 
sometimes referred to as adjacent colors. 

Local Color:  the true color of an object or a surface as seen in 
typical daylight. For example, the characteristic local color of a lemon 
is yellow. 

 
Dominant Color:  the most important color in a color scheme. 

Monochrome:  a color scheme that is made up of only one color, including that color's tints and 
shades. 

(1) Tint:   a color to which white has been added. For example, white added to green makes 
a lighter green tint. 

(2) Shade:  a color to which black or another dark hue has been added to make it darker, 
tending to make them neutral in color. For example, black added to green makes it a 
darker shade of green. 

 
Accent Color:  the 
complementary color is 
placed next to a 
dominant color.  For 
example, a green leaf is 
accented with a splash 
of red to bring out the 
color more). 
 
Subdued Color:  refers 
to a color that is grayed 
by mixing a color and its 
compliment together.  
For example, to show 
shading on a red apple 
you would add green to 
show the value change 
on the form. 
 
Inventive Color:  when 
an artist changes the 
true color of an object. 
 


