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Lesson 6 — Color Fundamentals

Color Temperature

BEGINNER

Colors have temperature — warm colors feel energetic and advancing (reds, oranges, yellows), cool

colors feel receding and calm (blues, purples, blue-greens). Temperature is not just about which color

you pick — it is about the relationship between colors in a drawing. In sunlight, the lit areas of objects

lean warm while the shadow areas lean cool (reflecting the blue sky). Introducing warm-cool contrast

dramatically increases the three-dimensionality and vibrancy of a painting.

HOBBYIST

Color temperature is relative, not absolute. Blue can be warm (cobalt leans slightly warm relative to

ultramarine) or cool (cerulean is cool). Red can be warm (cadmium red) or cool (alizarin crimson). The

classic painting principle is: warm light creates cool shadows; cool light creates warm shadows.

Overcast daylight is cool and flat; sunset light is extremely warm, creating vivid cool-warm contrasts in

shadows. Building a habit of identifying the temperature of your light source before mixing is the single

most useful color practice you can develop.

PROFESSIONAL

Color temperature is a fundamental tool in both narrative and commercial visual work.

Cinematographers use warm-cool temperature contrast to create separation between foreground and

background. The color theory underpinning this is simultaneous contrast: a warm area surrounded by

cool appears warmer; a cool area surrounded by warm appears cooler. Masters like Leyendecker

exploited this deliberately, using extremely saturated temperature shifts in small areas to create

vibrant, resonant images.


