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Basics of Art (briefly) 

If I had to break art down into its “basics,” (its 
abstract elements), I would say they consist of 

• Line 
• Value 
• Form 
• Color 

– Hue 
– Value 
– Saturation 
– Temperature 



Hue 

• Hue is the property which distinguishes red 
from green. 



Value 

• Color has value. Yellow has a naturally light 
value and blue has a naturally strong (dark) 
value.  



Saturation and Temperature 

• Saturation is the 
amount of pure 
pigment 

• Temperature refers to 
whether the color is 
perceived as warm or 
cool. 

 

• (we’ll take these up 
later) 



History of the color wheel 

• History 

– Issac Newton’s experiments with prism and 
bending light 

– Chevreul and Rood: theory of color wheel 

• The impressionists 

– color in tubes 

– the “colormen” guild 

– color theory 

 



Color Gamuts 

• A gamut is defined as 
the full range or 
compass of something; a 
range from one extreme 
to the other. If you look 
around you, the “gamut” 
of colors in your 
environment is all the 
colors that your eye can 
easily distinguish.  

• (show Pantone colors) 



A primary 3-color color wheel 

• It’s useful, in understanding how to mix color, 
to start off with a limited palette  

 

 

 

 

• (exercise follows) 



Exercise 

• a primary color wheel 
• Draw a double circle 

and divide it into 6 
segments like a pie. 
Fill only the primary 
triad. (I’ll demo this.) I 
suggest that you use 
only Cadmium (or 
Hansa) Yellow 
Medium, Alizarin 
Crimson, and 
Ultramarine Blue.  
 
 



Creating the secondary colors 

• Using the 3-color primary colorwheel we 
made before, create the three secondary 
colors:  

– green 

– orange 

– purple 

 (Notice that some of the secondary colors aren’t very bright. Discuss.) 



Exercise 

Now mix the secondary 
colors from just the three 
primaries. 

(Notice the secondaries 
aren’t as brilliant as you 
could get from the tube.) 

 
Orange = 
 
 
Green = 
 
 
Purple= 



Pause for exercise 



Value 
• Value is the relationship 

of one part of a 
composition to another 
in terms of lightness or 
darkness. Color has 
value. Understanding  
value is important in 
interpreting what you 
see. 

 



Value helps us see form 

• Value is the primary 
way we perceive 
form. But 
understanding and 
using line and value 
allows us to move 
the viewer into and 
around the painting. 



First value exercise 
• Make a horizontal bar and see if you can identify 

at least 10 values from black to white. (You can 
use black paint to do this.) Work the gray scale 
back and forth until you have a clear distinction. 
Do this at the top of a vertical sheet. Put it aside 
to use later.  

• (If you can’t get to 10, try for at least 7.) 



Pause for exercise 



Example of grey scale 



Saturation 

• Saturation refers to how much pure pigment of 
the desired hue is present versus medium or 
other hue. You can de-saturate a pure color by 
adding white, gray, black, or the complement of 
the color. 



Exercise: Complements  

• Complements are the colors 
opposite each other on the 
colorwheel. 

• Using the “complements” on 
the 3-color wheel you just 
made, duplicate the saturation 
chart above as nearly as 
possible. Add white where 
necessary to make it easier to 
see dark colors. (You can do this 
on the same page as your color 
wheel or another page. ) 

Notice that your example 
may not be as bright. discuss. 
Notice that the middle value 
is grey. If no white is used, 
what color would it be. 



Pause for exercise 



Mixing Greys and Blacks 

• Why not to use tube black 
(and when it’s ok?) 

• Exercise: You can make black 
by mixing a number of 
different colors. Essentially, 
use a “triad” of red-yellow-
blue or complementary 
colors. Examples: red-green, 
blue-orange, red-yellow-
blue, blue-burnt sienna, 
blue-burnt umber. 



Pause for exercise 



Temperature 

• Temperature refers 
to whether the 
color is perceived 
as warm or cool 
and is a relative 
term. Red may 
seem warm in 
relation to blue, 
but may seem cool 
if placed next to 
orange.  



Additional characteristics of color 

• There are some 
additional terms, 
such as: 
–  “shade” (amount 

of black added)  
– “tint” (amount of 

white added, and  
– “intensity” (the 

brightness or 
dullness of a hue). 



What’s next  

• We’ll expand to a 6 color plus white and burnt 
sienna colorwheel (so we’ll be doing another 
color wheel next.)  

• Some artists use many, many colors on their 
palette. I think this can be confusing.  

• I suggest the following hues: Pale or lemon 
yellow, cadmium yellow medium*, cadmium 
red medium*, quinacridone crimson*, 
ultramarine blue, and thalo (phthalo) blue. In 
addition, burnt sienna and white. 


