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Colour Mixing 

Mixing colours is fun! One very important skill to learn for any artist is colour mixing. 

The basic principles that apply to colour mixing are the same for watercolour, acrylic, 

oil, gouache and even polymer clay. Learn these skills and you will be well on your 

way to creating unique and interesting artworks, no matter what type of art you 

create! Let’s start with primary colours… 

 

Primary colours 

When it comes to art, primary colours are the source of colour mixing. These three 

colours, Blue, Red, and Yellow are colours that cannot be created through the mixing 

of other colours. They are absolute colours in their own right. Mixing primary colours 

together in a variety of different amounts creates secondary colours.  

 

 

 

 

 

Secondary colours 

Secondary colours can be created by mixing primary colours. But it’s a little more 

complicated than just picking out colours and mixing them together. Chances are, if 

you use this approach and mix a variety of colours, you will get really good at mixing 

different shades of brown! 
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To create secondary colours, you firstly need to know 

what colours to use, and how much of each colour.  

For example, if you want to create orange you will need 

to mix red and yellow. To deepen the colour mix in 

more red. To lighten the colour mix in more yellow.  

Experiment and take note of the outcomes. Check out 

this colour wheel to help you understand colour 

relationships! 
Reference: Free colour wheel - faspaints. 

To make green, experiment with mixing blue and yellow. Add more blue, and see 

how it changes the colour. Add more yellow to make the colour lighter. 

To make purple, you will need to mix red and blue. Again, practice mixing different 

amounts of red and blue, noting how it changes the colour. 

 

So, what about mixing with white and black? 

Mixing white into a colour will lighten the colour. For example, mix a dab of white 

into red and you will get pink. Mix a dab of white into blue and you will get a lighter 

blue. When it comes to mixing colours with black, using only a tiny amount of black is 

important! Black paint colour can easily overpower other colours, so only use a small 

amount. If you want to make grey, use equal amounts of black and white. To make 

darker grey – add more black. To make lighter grey – add more white.  

 

 

There are many different colour ‘values’ for each colour. Learning how to mix colours 

takes time and practice. Use a page from your watercolour book or sketching pad to 

test colours that you have created. Take note of what colours you used to create 

each colour, and how much of each colour (amount) you used. Doing this will help 

you remember how to mix colours, and you can also use this as a guide when 

creating future painting projects.  
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Create a test sheet with acrylic paints 

To practice mixing acrylic paints, you can use your palette. Create a ‘colour test 
sheet’, by painting a small amount of each colour that you have mixed on some 
paper. On your test sheet, make a note of what colours you used and how much of 
each colour you used (e.g. equal amounts of red and yellow = orange). Tip: When 
creating your next artwork with acrylic paint, start with the darker colours on the 
canvas. You can then add lighter colours when the paint is still wet (and you can 
blend/mix the colours on the canvas if you like), or experiment with adding lighter 
colours when the first layer of paint is dry. Note the outcome. 

 

Create a test sheet with watercolour paints 

Mixing watercolour paint colours is a little different to colour mixing with acrylic 
paint. Watercolour, as its name suggests, is dependant on the use of water and must 
be applied to special watercolour paper. You can lighten a watercolour paint simply 
by adding more water. You can darken paint by mixing a small amount of black, but a 
better technique is to work in layers. Paint your first layer and then add more colour 
on top.  

When mixing with watercolour, you have a number of options. You can mix liquid or 
cake set watercolour paints in a palette, in the lid of your cake set, or directly on 
watercolour paper. You might like to test how watercolours change when white is 
added, and when black is added. Tip: When painting your next artwork with 
watercolour paint, start with the lighter colours first. Then add darker colours 
directly on top of the wet paper. Another option is to leave the paint to dry, and then 
add in more layers. Experiment and note the outcomes. 

 

Mixing polymer clay colours 

Colour mixing principles apply also to polymer clay. Start with your selected colour 

and add white to lighten. Be careful when using black as it can easily overpower 

other colours. Experiment and take note of what colours you mix and what the 

outcomes are. 

 

Have fun experimenting and learning about colour! 


