Colour Mixing in watercolour manages to be both an unavoidable basic skill and a real challenge at one and the same time. A limited palette assists us to become familiar with our mixes more rapidly than if we simply picked constituent colours haphazardly and hoped to arrive at a predetermined shade.

The basic palette – you will try other colours than those listed below, but it’s a good idea to start with these
A blue – ultramarine or cobalt are the most popular choices.

A red – alizarin crimson, permanent rose or permanent magenta say.

A yellow – raw sienna or yellow ochre.

Red, blue and yellow are known as the primary colours when we deal with pigments.

Colour theory leads us to believe that we can mix any hue we want by combining the three primaries, but none is pure. Ultramarine is a warm blue, ie it has a bias towards red. Raw sienna is a warm yellow. Alizarin crimson is a cold red, tending towards blue.

So what happens when we mix a green from the above? Say we use ultramarine and raw sienna, then we will find the resultant green earthy and greyish.

Look at the list below and mix the colours for yourself, then note what you think of the result – remember that you can vary the mix to create a bias towards one of the two constituents,

Ultramarine + Alizarin gives violet/purple

Ultramarine + Raw Sienna gives green

Raw Sienna + Alizarin gives orange

Or, to put it another way, red + blue = violet, red + yellow = orange, blue + yellow = orange.

And – red + blue + yellow = black (or neutral grey if we dilute it)

We can make life simpler for ourselves by introducing a couple of other colours into our palettes.

Viridian Green (or Hookers Green) is an unpleasant colour but mixes well with either of the yellows named to give a good, earthy, natural green. It also mixes well with any of the reds named to give a neutral grey or, if you reduce the amount of water in your mix, a black.

A brown such as Burnt Umber can be added to viridian to make a dark green (shadows on foliage for instance). I like to think of brown as yellow and treat it as such when mixing colours.

An orange-brown- red such as light red, burnt sienna, English red or Venetian red makes a good basis for brickwork or pan tile roofs and mixes well with the named blues to produce a neutral grey/black.

Remember – by mixing our neutrals we can make them lean towards one of the constituent parts so we can have a warm black or a cold black – experiment.

Pigments vary between manufacturers, you may not get the same result as your neighbour by mixing the same colours in the same quantities if you are using Reeves and they Cotman – experiment.

Limit the number of colours you use to mix and get to know them –practice and experiment.

Finally – EXPERIMENT.
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