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BEYOND THE COLOR MYTHS
• Color theory isn’t just for artists!  Color is an important part of your life, and a key 

part of everything you create.  Color schemes can apply to what you wear, 
decorating a room, making quilts, jewelry or miniatures — almost everything! 

• There is no such thing as a beautiful (or ugly) color, just colors of different 
saturations, values and hues.  Each color plays an important role in the overall 
harmony of the setting or piece. A color only works (or doesn’t) within the context 
of other colors.   

• There is no “gift of color” — it is simply another creative skill that you can master by 
study and practice.  Learn from your mistakes and successes. Examine a miniature 
you previously made. Do you like the colors you chose?  What color scheme does 
it use?  Does the color scheme work as a whole? Are some colors in your miniature 
more prominent than you would want? Are some important items difficult to see?
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THE 3 ELEMENTS 
OF A COLOR

HUE 

VALUE 

SATURATION
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HUE
THE POSITION OF A 
COLOR ON A COLOR 
WHEEL  

(OR ITS COMMON NAME)  
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VALUE

HOW DARK OR LIGHT A COLOR IS 

— HIGHEST VALUE = WHITE 
— DARKEST VALUE = BLACK
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SATURATION HOW INTENSE A COLOR IS 

• aka: VIVIDNESS, 
CHROMA, 
RICHNESS, PURITY 
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NEWTON’S COLOR WHEEL

• 3 primary colors                         
(cannot be made from other colors) 

• 3 secondary colors                          
(can be made from 2 primary colors) 

• 6 tertiary colors                           
(made from a primary and its 
adjacent secondary)
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COLOR WHEEL BASICS
• You can mix any color using just the 

primary colors and white. 

• Reduce the saturation of a color by 
mixing it with the color on the 
opposite side of the wheel 
(Complementary colors). 

• Darken a color by adding blue, 
natural black, raw umber or burnt 
sienna. 

• Lighten a color by adding yellow or 
white.
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COLOR LINGO

• TINT — a color plus white 

• SHADE — a color plus black 

• TONE — broad characteristic 
describing a color mixture. “Toned 
down” usually means reducing the 
saturation of a color (closer to gray) 

• TEMPERATURE — how warm or cool 
a color is in terms of implied 
temperature (think red vs blue)
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COLOR MIXING BASICS
• You can mix any color using just the primary 

colors and white. 

• Mixing any 2 primary colors will create the 
secondary color between them.  

• Reduce the saturation of a color by mixing it 
with the color on the opposite side of the 
wheel (Complementary colors). 

• Darken a color by adding blue, raw umber or 
burnt sienna —or a darker version of that hue.  
Be especially careful adding black — it’s a color 
killer. 

• Lighten a color by adding yellow and/or white.



• There are no predetermined color mixing 
recipes.  Find and examine a sample of the 
color you want to make by identifying its 3 
characteristics: 

1. What is its hue?  Is the color leaning 
towards another hue? 

2. What is its value (how light or dark)? 

3. What is the saturation level (intensity) of 
the color? 

Now, see if you can duplicate that color.  It may 
take a few tries — practice will help a lot!
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COLOR PROGRESSIONS



COLOR SCHEMES

• An arrangement of colors generally 
considered to be aesthetically pleasing 

MONOCHROMATIC  

COMPLEMENTARY 

ANALOGOUS 

SPLIT-COMPLEMENTARY 

TRIADIC
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MONOCHROMATIC

• A single hue with varying levels of value 
and saturation. 

• Black-and-white pictures and sepia 
photographs are monochromatic. 

• A good starting place when you are not 
sure which palette you want to use 

• Often used with some hue variances added 
for interest
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MONOCHROMATIC



COMPLEMENTARY 
COLORS 
• Two colors on the exact opposite of 

the color wheel, no matter the shade 
or tone. 

• One color will be cool, the other warm. 

• Complements will make each other 
pop, appear brighter and grab 
attention — especially if they are placed 
side by side. 

• In contrast, when you mix 
complementary colors together, they 
will be muted and less dramatic.
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COMPLEMENTARY



ANALOGOUS  
COLORS

• Any color plus adjacent colors to the left 
or right.  Typically a set of 3 or 4 colors. 

• Analogous colors provide a serene, harmonious 
feel. They are common in nature 

• Important to choose a single main color, and use 
the others as accents. 

• Contrasting values are very important, or your 
result will be muddled and indistinct.  Use of 
patterns and introducing dramatic darks or lights 
(or surprises!) can add interest.
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ANALOGOUS



SPLIT  
COMPLEMENTARY 
COLORS

• A color paired with the two 
analogous colors to its complement 

• Strong visual contrast, but a bit less 
jarring than direct complements 

• Temper it with neutrals and tones. 

• Considered “hard to mess up” in 
paintings
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SPLIT COMPLEMENTARY



TRIADIC COLORS

• Three colors evenly spaced on the color wheel 

• Triads can be very dramatic due to strong 
contrasts. Colors can be muted to avoid too 
much intensity. 

• Follow the 60-30-10 rule where one color is 
dominant (60%) one is secondary (30%) and the 
third is an accent (10%). 

• Off-white or neutral colors can help soothe a 
potentially strong triadic palette.  

• Mixing a speck of the dominant color into each 
other color will help manage the palette.
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TRIADIC



ASSOCIATIVE QUALITIES OF COLOR

• Color combinations sometimes 
bring preconceived references that 
you may or may not want.   

• You can avoid unwanted 
associations by making 
adjustments to one or more colors 
in your palette.  Adjust the value or 
saturation so that an unwanted 
automatic reference is avoided.

HOLIDAYS 
Christmas 

Fourth of July 
Easter 

Valentine’s Day 
Halloween EMOTIONS 

anger 
sadness 

happiness 
envy 

energy
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HISTORICAL COLOR PALETTES

Victorian

1930’s

If your miniature will be set in a 
specific historical period, do a little 
research on the colors that were 
popular during that time.   
You can still align to a color 
scheme.



COLOR TIPS FOR MINIATURISTS

• Commit to a color palette early in your planning process.  Make a test 
strip using all the colors you intend to use, with larger swatches of the 
ones that you think will be used most.  

• Keep your palette limited by using one of the color themes.  Too 
many colors will create a visual chaos. Remove any color from your 
palette that doesn’t seem to fit with the rest.  

• Avoid use of pure white or pure black. Instead, blend them with a 
color or they will be overpowering (Try light ivory or dark charcoal 
gray instead).
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COLOR TIPS FOR MINIATURISTS

• Follow the 60-30-10 percent rule where one color is dominant, 
one is secondary and the others are accents.  It ends the fights! 

• Miniatures will look most realistic if colors are muted or lighter 
than in real life. There may be times when you want to use 
saturated colors, but reserve them for small accents where you 
want something specific to stand out. 

• Try mixing a speck of the dominant color into each other color.  
Off-whites, pastels or neutral colors can also help soothe a 
potentially strong palette. 
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COLOR IN YOUR 
MINIATURES

• Examine a miniature arrangement or 
item you have made 

• Identify its main color and its 
supporting colors 

• Determine its color scheme using the 
color wheel 

• What would you change? 
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COLOR EXERCISES
• Using a set of different-colored objects (paint bottles, beads, markers, colored 

pencils, fabric, etc.), create different color schemes and note which you prefer.  

• Find color photos in magazines, websites or online. Identify which color scheme 
they mostly follow. Conversely, pick a scheme and find photos that use that 
scheme.  

• Find a multi-colored fabric with a wonderful color combination. Map it to the color 
wheel and identify the scheme. Use those colors in your next miniature project. 

• Make 5 copies of a coloring book page; color each page with the same main color 
but use a different scheme (supporting colors) in each version. 

• Take a black-and-white photo of a miniature project.  Print it out and use colored 
pencils or markers to color it using a different scheme than the original.
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