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Lesson 6 — Color Fundamentals

Complementary Colors

BEGINNER

Complementary colors are pairs that sit directly opposite each other on the color wheel: red and green,
blue and orange, yellow and purple. When you put them side by side, they make each other look more
vivid — they vibrate. This is why sports teams use orange and blue, why red flowers pop against green
leaves. Mix two complements together and they neutralize each other, producing gray or brown.
Instead of using tube black to darken a color, mix in a bit of its complement — the resulting dark is
more alive and harmonizes better.

HOBBYIST

Working with complementary relationships requires understanding the difference between light and
pigment mixing. In pigment (subtractive mixing), complements produce dark, grayed neutrals that are
useful as shadow tones. The painter's strategy: your most saturated color notes should be in the color
of the dominant light; your shadows should incorporate the complement of that light color, desaturated
and darkened. If painting in warm sunlight, use warm yellows and oranges in the lights, and neutralize
into cool blue-purple complements in the shadows.

PROFESSIONAL

Complementary color exploitation is core technique in palette design for illustration, concept art, and
painting. A limited palette built around one complementary pair (plus white) can produce a complete,
harmonious color range while maintaining tonal unity — the strategy behind the Zorn palette and
similar restricted approaches. The tension between complements creates visual energy that a
monochromatic scheme cannot achieve. At a professional level, complementary structure informs the
global color design of an image: the warm-cool relationship between light source and shadow produces
the breathing quality that makes painted light feel alive.



