
The Color Wheel
What is a color wheel?

A color wheel is a painting tool artists use to help understand the 
relationships between individual colors and how to best use them.

By name, each color is as follows: red, red-purple, purple, blue-purple, 
blue, blue-green, green, yellow-green, yellow, yellow-orange, orange, 
and orange red.

Sometimes, colors have more common names like “turquoise” for 
blue-green, and “magenta” for red-purple.  

Understanding



Primary Colors
Primary colors are the building blocks that make all the other colors on the wheel.  
Here on our color diagram we can see the 3 primary colors.

We know them as red, yellow, and blue. 

Fun fact: Did you know that you can create ANY color you need from 
mixing red, yellow, or blue paint?

The primary colors on the color wheel 
are the most powerful colors. Yellow is the 
brightest color on the wheel while red and
blue have been known as “power colors”.

That’s why fast-food restaurants like
McDonald’s use red and yellow in its logo
- so you can see it from far away!



Secondary Colors
A secondary color is a combination of 2 primary colors.  There are 3 secondary colors 
on our wheel - green, orange and purple.

Here is a summary of how to create the secondary colors:



Tertiary Colors
Tertiary colors are the last 
addition to our wheel.  Tertiary 
colors are a mixture of a primary 
color and a secondary color.  

Each tertiary color is named from 
a combination of the primary and 
secondary colors, like yellow-
green.  The artists were not super 
creative on naming these colors, 
were they? There are 6 tertiary 
colors on our wheel.

Here is a summary of how to create the tertiary colors:



Complementary

Ever heard of the phrase opposites 
attract? Well, that is the case with 
complementary colors as their 
strong contrast can make a 
combination that’s bright and pops.  
This contrast is due to the fact that 
complementary colors sit across 
from each other on the color wheel.

The main complementary colors 
are:

• blue and orange
• purple and yellow
• green and red

Combining complementary colors creates an eye-catching contrast, which is why 
many brands use this formula when designing a logo. What’s your favorite comple-
mentary color combination? 

Colors



Analogous colors are 3 colors that are next to each other on the color wheel.

Since analogous colors are similar, they usually match well and create a harmonious 
color scheme.  Here’s a few examples of paintings that follow an analogous design:

An Analogous
Color Scheme

Irises
by Vincent Van Gogh

Into the Fields
 by Vincent Van Gogh



Your turn!  Apply your knowledge and create your own color wheel!  Try to fill in all of 
the colors in the wheel below using only your 3 primary colors. 

Hint: Start with the primary, then mix the secondary, then the tertiary! Look back at 
the previous pages for the “formulas” to make the colors if you get stuck. 

Take the Whee



Play around with mixing your colors to determine what colors you get as a result. 
You may also refer to the color wheel and the previous pages for help. Fill in the 
missing colors in the equations below:

Name That Color

Scan the QR code below or click on this  to check your answers.

https://paintloose.com/name-that-color-answers



