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Using Color with Confidence: 
The Color Wheel
by Lea McComas
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Susan Brubaker Knapp

Like people, almost any single 

color can hang out with another 

color and have a pleasant 

experience. In my art world, color is not 

just pretty to look at but complex and 

inspiring. I am endlessly discovering 

and exploring color.

I have developed some simple activities 

that guide my exploration of color and 

allow its secrets to be revealed—and it 

all begins with the color wheel. A color 

wheel is an indispensable tool for any 

artist. 

Often a study of color begins with 

shapes that create color schemes:

• Complementary—2 colors directly 

across from each other on the color 

wheel,

• Triadic—3 colors in a triangular form, 

• Tetradic—4 colors in a square or 

rectangular form,

• And more. (figure 1)

Most color wheels include guides that 

help with these basic schemes. 

My favorite color wheel comes with 

templates to place on the wheel—

windows reveal the colors while the rest 

of the template masks the colors that are 

not in the scheme. 

What you will notice about each of 

these standard color schemes, is that 

‘lines’ connecting the various colors 

form symmetrical, geometric shapes. 

That is, they form shapes where a line 

can be drawn down the center, dividing 

the shape into two parts that are mirror 

images of one another.

This concept of symmetry of shape 

is very important in a successful 

exploration of color.

InstructIons

Choose a focus color, one that will 

be the starting point for each color 

exploration that follows. 

Note: Use and reuse fabrics—such as the 

background—throughout these exercises 

to work with the concepts of symmetry 

Materials
• Fat quarter* neutral background 

(gray is suggested)

• Variety of colored fabrics—5" squares, 

fat eighths**, or fat quarters—in 

solids or small prints

• Color wheel

* Fat quarter = 18" x 20"

** Fat eighth = 9" x 20"
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and color. The samples shown were 

finished as small quilts. To create finished 

quilts, additional supplies are required.

Exercise 1

1. Find the focus color—this example 

uses red-violet—on the color wheel 

and select a fabric that features this 

color. The fabric can be a solid or a 

print where the color is mixed with 

neutrals such as gray, white, and/or 

black. This example uses a cat print. 

(figure 2)

2. Choose two other colors on the 

wheel that will create an equilateral 

triangle—all 3 sides of the triangle 

are the same length. This example 

uses yellow-orange and blue-green.

3. Choose yellow-orange and blue-

green fabrics. Think of these as the 

‘friend’ fabrics invited to play with 

the focus color. Solids, tone-on-tone 

prints, or small prints with neutrals 

are recommended.

4. Cut simple shapes from each of the 

fabrics. To create this sample, cut 2 

(3") squares from the focus fabric 

and 1 (5") square of each of the 

friend fabrics. 

5. Working with the neutral 

background fabric—a gray solid in 

this example—place the 5" squares 

near one another and layer a 3" 

square in the center.  

Tip: Because gray is a neutral, it won’t 

complete with the other colors and you 

will really notice how the colors interact.

Exercise 2

1. Working again with red-violet—the 

focal color—return to the color 

wheel and, again, find the color. 

2. For friend fabrics, look directly 

across the wheel—to the 

complementary color—and choose 

each of its next-door neighbors. This 

is a called a split complementary 

color scheme and it also creates a 

triangle that has symmetry, although 

the triangle in no longer equilateral. 

The new friend fabrics are yellow 

and green. (figure 3)

3. Cut 2 (3") squares from the focus 

fabric and 1 (5") square of each of 

the friend fabrics.

4. Working with the neutral 

background fabric—a gray solid in 

this example—place the 5" squares 

near one another and layer a 3" 

square in the center. 

Focus on LearnIng

Repeating the same composition over 

and over may become tedious, so feel 

free to get creative. In the example for 

analogous colors, irregular shapes were 

cut based on the tennis ball design of 

the fabric, with small strips added to 

give more interest to the composition. 

Whatever you decide to do, remember 

that color is the main focus. Remain 

strictly within the color scheme or add 

only neutrals. Note the small strips of 

gray and white on the straight edges of 

the tennis ball fabric. 

Exercise 3
Another great color option is the 

analogous color scheme.

1. Choose a new focus color—try 

yellow-green—and combine it with 

the colors touching it on either each 

side.

2. For example, yellow-green will play 

nicely with its neighbors yellow and 

green. Together, they form an arc on 

the color wheel. When divided in 

half, it also has symmetry. (figure 4)

3. Cut 4 (3") squares from the focus 

fabric and 2 (5") squares each of the 

friend fabrics. 

Note: In the sample shown, the focus 

fabric squares were each fussy cut on 2 

sides, following the tennis ball design of 

the fabric.

4. Working with the neutral 

background fabric, place the 5" 

squares opposite one another and 

layer a 3" square in the center.

Exercise 4
To explore further, work with a more 

complex color scheme using 5 colors. 

(figure 5)

1. Begin with a focus color—yellow-

green in this sample—and add colors 

to the scheme in such a way that a 

symmetrical shape is created.

2. Using yellow-green, combine the 

triadic and split complementary 

color schemes. The result is called 

a double split complement. In 

looking at this color scheme on the 

color wheel, you can see that it has 

symmetry.
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3. Cut 4 (3") squares from the focus 

fabric and 4 (5") squares of the 

friend fabrics—1 from each of the 

double split complementary colors.

4. Working with the neutral 

background fabric, place the 5" 

squares opposite one another and 

layer a 3" square in the center.

These simple, visual exercises are 

focused on color and nothing else. With 

practice, color becomes that good friend 

with whom you interact effortlessly. 

Now that these skills are in your art 

quilting toolbox, you are free to explore 

your creativity in new ways.
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