
Color Theory for Knitters 
 
Colors affect us in numerous ways, both mentally and physically. Being able to use colors 
consciously and harmoniously can help you create spectacular results. What is color? Its 
dictionary definition is “a phenomenon of light or visual perception that enables one to 
differentiate otherwise identical objects,” or “the aspect of the appearance of objects and light 
sources that may be described in terms of hue, lightness, and saturation for objects.” In other 
words, it’s what makes something stand out to the eye!  
 
Definitions 
 
Hue: the standard set of primary and secondary colors we can readily identify, such as red, 
blue, yellow, green, orange, etc. 
 
Value: the relative lightness or darkness of a color  
 
Saturation or tone: the dominance of hue in the color – the stronger the color is, the 
more saturated it is, in other words, how ‘light’ or ‘dark’ the color is. Saturation (tone) and 
value run along an x-y axis: continue to add more and more white to a primary hue and it 
becomes paler – desaturated. Add black to the same hue and its value changes, becoming 
darker. 
 
Color tools you can use 
 
Teleidoscope: a type of kaleidoscope that will allow you to look at a group of skeins 
together and break their colors up, scattered, in a smaller, pixilated, more stitch-like way. It’s a 
slightly-higher-tech version of squinting at the skeins from a distance. 
 
Project Spectrum (online): Let Project Spectrum give you some guidance for your next 
color challenge! Participants are encouraged to work the color challenges and exercises into 
their own crafts, especially knitting. Each year, participants are given guidelines for colors and 
textures to try. This popular group project has a photo ‘pool’ on Flickr.com and its own 
Ravelry group, too, if you’d like to knit along. 
 
Photographs: a great way to get inspiration for different color combinations. Multicolr 
Search Lab extracts the colors from 10 million of the most “interesting” Creative Commons-
licensed images on photo-sharing website Flickr. Using Idée Labs’ visual similarity technology, 
you can navigate the Flickr collection by color, or by groups of color. As a general rule, if two 
colors are combined in a flower or plant, they will likely be pleasing to the eye, so keep a close 
eye on botanical images that crop up during your search. 



 
 

 
 

Not all colors function the same way 
 
Additive color vs. subtractive color 
 
You perceive color differently based on the material in question (this is partially due to how 
your eyes work) – a shiny glossy enameled blue bracelet looks quite different than the same 
color in a rough Shetland yarn.  
 
Warm vs. cool vs. neutral 
 
Warm colors are said to advance forward visually, or “pop” from the surface, while cool colors 
tend to recede. Neutrals are obtained by mixing pure colors with either white or black, or by 
mixing two complementary colors. In color theory, neutral colors are easily modified by 
adjacent more saturated colors and they appear to take on the hue complementary to the 
saturated color.  
 



Color wheels and schemes 
 

 
 
 
Primary colors: red, yellow, blue. These 3 colors are the basis for every other color on the 
color wheel. When you mix two primaries together, you get a secondary color. Also note the 
triangular positioning of the primary colors on the color wheel, and how the secondary colors 
are next to them. 
 
Secondary colors: orange, green, purple. These 3 colors are what you get when you mix 
the primary colors together. 
 
Tertiary colors: "in-between" colors such as yellow-green or red-violet made by mixing one 
primary and one secondary color. There are endless combinations of tertiary colors. 
 



Complementary colors: red and green, blue and orange, purple and yellow. These colors 
are directly across from each other on the color wheel. Don't let the name fool you, they 
rarely look good when used together, they’re actually quite obnoxious! 
 
Analogous colors: red and orange, blue and green, etc. These are colors right next to each 
other on the color wheel. They usually match extremely well, but they also create almost no 
contrast.  
 

Schemes 
 
Complementary color scheme 

 
Complementary color schemes work well when you want 
something to stand out. In knitting: think kid’s clothes, 
unless you really like bright color. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Analogous color scheme 
 
Analogous color schemes use colors that are next to each 
other on the color wheel. They usually match well and 
appear to be both harmonious and pleasing to the eye. Make 
sure you have enough contrast in each color so they don’t 
blend together completely (unless that’s something you’d like 
to do! 
 
One trick that works especially well for Fair Isle-type 
patterns: choose one color to dominate, a second to 
support, and then use the third color (along with black, white 
or gray) only as an accent. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Triadic color scheme 
 
A triadic color scheme uses colors that are evenly 
spaced around the color wheel, and is usually quite 
vibrant. The colors should be balanced – let one 
dominate the design and use the other two only as 
accents. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Split complementary color scheme 
 
The split complementary color scheme is a variation 
of the complementary color scheme that uses one 
base color, and two colors adjacent to its 
complement. It is high contrast like the 
complementary color scheme but not quite as 
obnoxious – good for children’s sweaters, 
accessories and intarsia. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Rectangular color scheme 
The rectangle (or tetradic) color scheme uses four 
colors arranged into two complementary pairs. Allow 
one color to dominate for optimal effectiveness, and 
pay close attention to the warm/cool color balance. If 
you don’t allow one color to dominate, it might look 
unbalanced and chaotic. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Square color scheme 
 
The square color scheme is similar to the rectangle, but 
with all four colors spaced evenly around the color circle. 
Again: let one color dominate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
#1 (Weird but useful) tip: select one color you really don’t like and put it in among the 
ones you DO like. You might be surprised at the results! (Quilters do this all the time). 
 

Additional reading: 

• Color Works: The Crafter's Guide to Color by Deb Menz ☆  TOP PICK 

• Blue and Yellow Don't Make Green by Michael Wilcox (especially good for dyers) 
• Knitting Color: Design Inspiration from Around the World by Brandon Mably 
• Any Kaffe Fassett book but especially Passionate Patchwork, Kaffe Fassett's 
  Pattern Library and Kaffe Fassett's Simple Shapes Spectacular Quilts. 

 
Multicolr Search Lab (scans Flickr by colors) http://labs.ideeinc.com/multicolr  
Project Spectrum: http://lollygirl.com/blog/project-spectrum  
Project Spectrum Ravelry group: http://www.ravelry.com/groups/project-spectrum  
Project Spectrum Flickr pool: http://www.flickr.com/groups/project_spectrum/  
Putting color theory into practice: http://www.etsy.com/storque/how-to/online-workshop-
wrap-up-color-theory-applied-to-your-shop-1103/ 
Search Etsy by color (good for getting ideas): http://www.etsy.com/color.php 
 
 

Where to find Shannon Okey 
 
Knitgrrl.com (blog), Knitgrrlstudio.com (studio), Knitgrrl.ning.com (online classes) 


