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COLOR SYSTEMS                          
HOW WE USE COLOR

SUBTRACTIVE COLOR SYSTEM 1: Most artists recognize Red, Yellow and Blue as the 3 basic primary colors. These primaries 
are the pure colors which can not be created by mixing any other colors. Secondary hues are the result of mixing any of the 
two primaries. Tertiary colors result from mixing the secondary hues.

ADDITIVE & *SUBTRACTIVE*

In subtractive 
color theory, 
all colors mix 

to yield black.



THE R,Y,B SUBTRACTIVE
COLOR SYSTEM



THE COLOR WHEEL



THE COLOR WHEEL
A color circle, based on red, yellow and blue, is traditional in the field of art. It is a circle with different colored sectors used to show the 

relationship between colors and presents a logically arranged sequence of pure hues. 

In theory, the Primary Colors are the root of 
every other hue imaginable. The primary 

pigments used in the manufacture of paint 
come from the pure source element of that 

Hue. There are no other pigments blended in 
to alter the formula.

Think of the three Primaries as the 
Parents in the family of colors.

(R,Y,B)

When you combine any two of the Pure Primary 
Hues, you get three new mixtures called 

Secondary Colors.
Think of the three Secondaries as the Children in 

the family of colors.
(R+Y=O)
(R+B=V)
(B+Y=G)

When you mix a Primary and its nearest Secondary on the 
Basic Color Wheel you create six new mixtures called 

Tertiary colors.
Think of the six Tertiary Colors as the Grandchildren in the 

family of colors, since their genetic makeup combines a 
Primary and Secondary color.

(Y+O=Y/O)                      (R+O=R/O)
(R+V=R/V)                      (B+V=B/V)
(B+G=B/G)                     (Y+G=Y/G)



PRIMARY + SECONDARY + TERTIARY = 12 COLORS
**From these twelve basic colors you can mix an endless variety of

TINTS, TONES and SHADES –

FOR NOW, IT’S IMPORTANT TO NOTE THAT ALL
COLORS HAVE THREE DISTINCT PROPERTIES:

1.HUE
2.VALUE (tone)

3.SATURATION/INTENSITY/CHROMA



1. HUE

• HUE - The TRADITIONAL COLOR NAME of
a specific wavelength of light is a hue.

• Another description is: spectral color.
All of the colors of the spectrum are
hues.

• There are only limited hue names:
red, red-orange, orange, yellow-orange,
yellow, yellow-green, green,
blue-green, blue, blue-violet,
violet, red-violet.



2. VALUE
VALUE - Value is concerned with the light and dark properties of color.  All colors exhibit these properties. The 
hues have a natural value where they look the purest. Some colors, like yellow, are naturally light. Some, like 
violet, are darker.  All hues can be made in all values. Adding white paint will make any pigment lighter. 
Adding black paint will make most pigments darker.
**NOTE: lightness and brightness are not necessarily the same thing.



3. SATURATION/INTENSITY
SATURATION: Saturation is concerned with the
intensity, or the brightness or dullness of color.
• A saturated color is high in intensity –

it is bright. A color that is dull is unsaturated
or low in intensity.

• Another term for saturation is Chroma.
• A color without any brightness (no hue) is

achromatic (black, white and/or gray).
• Saturation is the most difficult aspect of color

to understand since value and saturation are
often confused.



C O LO R  VA LU E  v s .  S AT U R AT I O N



C O LO R  VA LU E  v s .  S AT U R AT I O N  
TINTS/SHADES/TONES

TINTS: If white is added to a color, the lighter version 
is called a "tint".
SHADES: If the color is made darker by adding black, 
the result is called a "shade".
TONES: And if gray is added, each gradation gives 
you a different "tone."



IDENTIFYING COLOR VALUE

The visibility, and hence the noticeability, of 
an item depends largely on how much 
contrast it makes with its surroundings.

Black and white are the extremes of value. 
When that extreme is used the contrast 
makes subjects most visible. When the 
contrast is lessened, the visibility is reduced 
so that minimum contrast produced 
minimum visibility.



IDENTIFYING COLOR VALUE

The range of values from black to white is 
the tonal range available to an artist. The 
ability to use that range effectively allows 
the artist determine the mood of an image 
and create and control ambiance.

An image which consists primarily of 
values that are found at the “light” end of 
the value scale is called High-Key.

Conversely, an image which is 
overwhelmingly “dark” or consists 
primarily of values found at the end of the 
value scale is called Low-Key.



Ansel Adams



IDENTIFYING COLOR VALUE

Look at the example below and ask yourself which bars stand out (contrast) the strongest 
against their surroundings.
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