A Limited

Palette for
Unlimited
Color

By Erin Hanson

I T SEEMS counterintuitive, but to
create more colors in your paint-
ing, you need fewer colors on your
palette. Here’s why: not all paint
pigments blend together to make
the colors you want. Have you ever
tried to teach your child that red and
blue make purple, only to find that
when you blend their “toddler-level”
red and blue paints together, you get
a mushy brown? “No, no, I swear,”
you say, and you attempt to demon-
strate that yellow and blue make
green, only to form a murky gray.
What happened to the bright apple
green you thought you would make?
When you fill your palette with
tube after tube of eye-catching
colors, like ash blue, pink coral,
bamboo green, Indian orange, and
Provence blue (yes, these are actual
paint color names), your palette
will look very pretty until you try to
blend those colors together. You
will immediately experience what

every beginning artist complains
about: muddy paint colors.

The way to avoid muddy colors
and keep them fresh is to choose a
limited palette of pure colors on the

outside of the color wheel.

A good artist’s color wheel (like
the Quiller Wheel) lists out the
pure color hues, which are located
on the outside edge of the circle,
such as cadmium red, permanent
green light, and ultramarine blue.
Located inside the circle are all the
colors that you can make if you
blend these outer pigments together.
I call these interior hues “interme-
diate colors,” and these comprise
the bulk of what most artists paint
with: raw sienna, sap green, burnt
umber, yellow ochre, Prussian blue,
and Payne’s gray, to name a few.

You have a choice as an artist: you



can either blend these intermediate
colors together yourself, or you can
buy these colors off the shelf.

Using pure colors on the outside of
the color wheel, I create my own
sap green, yellow ochre, and Payne’s
gray. I can mix Payne’s gray, for
example, from permanent rose and
phthalo green (pure pigments).
With my own, customizable Payne’s
gray, I can adjust the color tone by
adding a little more alizarian crim-
son or a little more phthalo green.

I can warm it up by addinga little
yellow, or cool it down by adding a
little blue, without creating any mud.

With a limited palette, I not only
have access to bright oranges, blues,
and yellows, but I can create any
intermediate color I want (as long as
it falls within the shape created by
my limited palette choices). All my
colors are harmonious, and they can
be blended together in any combi-
nation to create a myriad of neutrals,
shadow colors, and temperature
variations.

This is how I create unlimited
color with a limited palette. The
possible blendings are endless, and
I never run into a Wall of Mud
preventing me from creating the
colors I want.






