
COLOUR THEORY NOTES 

by Harry Abbink 

 

BEFORE YOU START PAINTING! 

• Realize that colour is highly subjective and personal.  We all see things differently, so 
there is no absolute right or wrong. 
 

• Plan beforehand rather than trying to fix afterwards.  Do some thumbnail composition 
sketches, value studies and colour studies.  Decide what emotion / statement you wish 
to express.  Complementary colours can be active / aggressive.  Analogous schemes can 
be calm and passive.  Colour is associated with emotions (Red = passion, love, anger, 
danger.  Green = health, nature wealth) 
 

• Consider colour bias.  Cadmium red mixed with a blue does not give a good violet.  
Better to mix a red with a blue bias (alizarin crimson) with a blue that has a red bias 
(ultramarine blue). 
 

• Complementary Scheme – Opposite sides of the colour wheel (red-green).  Try not to 
use equal amounts of each.  It can be jarring or uncomfortable.  Choose a dominant 
colour and use the complement as an accent. 
 

• Analogous Scheme- Colours adjacent to each other on the color wheel.  This is 
harmonious.  Use a dominant colour, a secondary colour, and an accent colour. 
 

• Split Complementary – A dominant colour and two colours on either side of the 
commentary colour on the colour wheel (Red – Yellow-Green and Blue Green).  Good 
for beginners. 
 

• Triadic – Three colours equally spaced around the colour wheel.  Hard to balance. 
 

• Monochromatic – One colour with variations in saturation and value.  Very interesting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



COLOUR HINTS 

1. Colour Emphasizes Form – Value is more important than hue.  It sets the structure of 
the painting.  It can create atmospheric perspective. 
 

2. Warm Colours Advance – Cool Colours Recede. 
 

3. Change the colour Every Inch. 
 

4. Repeat the Colour. 
 

5. Make a Colour “Vibrate” but placing a little complementary colour next to it. 
 

6. Don’t mix too many colours or risk creating a dull or muddy colour.  Try mixing on the 
paper. 
 

7. A mixed secondary is never as bright as the primaries.  You may need a single pigment 
secondary (i.e. instead of mixing a green, you may wish to buy a viridian etc.) 
 

8. Plan the colour scheme in advance.  Pick a primary colour, secondary colour and accent 
colour.  What mood or emotion are you trying to create? 
 

9. To achieve color harmony, use a limited palette, mix a little of the chosen color with 
other colours, use analogous colours or a two-colour scheme (i.e., Burnt Sienna with 
Prussian Blue). 
 

10. Consider the effect that the colour of light has on an object.  Is it a cool light or a warn 
light?  How does it affect the colour of the object and shadows? 
 

11. Unrelieved neutral colours appear muddy.  Vary the colour of the neutral and add small 
areas of pure colour. 
 

12. Don’t paint in all-cool colours (or all warm colours).  It could look boring.  Add a few 
areas of the opposite temperature to bring contrast and interest. 
 

13. Paint what you see, not what you think.  Is that leaf really green or is that just what we 
think it should be? 
 

14. If you’re going to paint, you have to use paint!  Don’t be cheap with the pigment.  Your 
painting will look pale and lifeless. 
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