
Observing and Using Color for Nature 
Journaling at Badlands National Park

By Nancy McKay, Artist-in-Residence, Fall 2013



Many times we see what we 
expect.

Learning more about color can connect 

us more deeply to what we are looking at. 



Light and Surface Colors
2 Experiments

•TV Screen, Computer Monitor – Digital Artists
Attach red, green, and blue filters on 3 flashlights.  Focus to a single 

point on the wall.  What color do you see?  a.  White   b. Black

•Surfaces – Traditional Artists
Place the filters, one on top of the other onto a white surface.  

What color do you see?  a.  White.  b. Black



Seeing Color
Stare at the yellow box, now look at the box next to it.  The color you see is called an 

“Afterimage”

What color matches best?



Color is a Liar  - Color Relationships
The rectangle in the center of each square is the same color.  The colors 

we see depends on what surrounds or is next-to them

©Color Voodoo Publications

http://www.colorvoodoo.com/cvoodoo.html


Value Scale

Value refers to the lightness or darkness of a color.  Here is a 7-step value 
scale.



Values we see depend on the background.
The colors on the left and right of each row are the same.

“A dark background compresses values toward white 
and reduces apparent contrast across value steps. “
From <http://facweb.cs.depaul.edu/sgrais/color_context.htm>

http://facweb.cs.depaul.edu/sgrais/color_context.htm


Angle of Light
The angle and direction of sunlight affects the colors we see.

(Same view, Badlands NP near the Ben Reifel Visitor Center)

Morning: 9 am. Afternoon: the “golden hour”, 5 pm.

Photos by Nancy McKay



What is the color of shadows?

Shine a blue-filtered

light source on a

white subject and

background.



Color and Meaning

• What color are valentines?  How about a stop sign?                             

• What word comes to mind when you hear: "Living Green" and "Be 

sure to eat your green vegetables"?

a. Happy; b. Healthy; c. Sad

• If you went to a toy store, would you first look at the toys in colorful 

boxes or gray boxes?

• What color is cooler, red or blue?  What color is warmer?  What colors 

would you expect to see in an ad for air-conditioning?



Color and Culture

The Lakota people of the Great Plains use a 
Medicine Wheel of colors that have 
meanings.  The colors are red, black, yellow, 
and white.  Each color can mean a direction: 
north, south, east, or west or can also stand 
for things like generosity or bravery or 
wisdom or respect. 



Sir Isaac Newton first represented the relationship of colors to one another in the 
form of a circle after he observed a beam of sunlight passing through a prism, 
producing a rainbow. 

Spectrum: 
Colors that 
can be seen 
in a rainbow

Intensity:
Strength of a 
color.  The 
rainbow 
shows colors 
at full 
intensity

https://developers.google.com/maps/documentation/flash/im
ages/colorwheel.png

https://developers.google.com/maps/documentation/flash/images/colorwheel.png


Artist’s Color Wheel

Hue = Color

www.extension.iastate.edu/publications/4h633.pdf



Cool                    Warm



Primary Colors

Color wheel colors can 
be mixed using the 3 
Primary Colors

Any 3 colors that are 
spaced evenly on the 
color wheel form a triad.  
A triad is one of the 
artistically pleasing color 
schemes.

Red, Blue, and Yellow 
form a Primary Triad.



Primary with Secondary Colors, 
Tertiary Colors

Secondary Colors 
are mixed using 2 
primary colors.  
For example:  
Yellow+Red=Orange

Tertiary Colors are 
the colors in-
between.  How
would you name 
the color that is in-
between yellow and 
orange?



Complementary Colors

Complementary Colors 
are those directly 
opposite each other on 
the color wheel.

Complements form 
another artistically 
pleasing color scheme.  



Neutral Colors – mixing complements
At Badlands NP, you can duplicate the colors of the rocks by 
mixing complements.  When you gradually mix them, you lower 
the intensity of color.  In the middle, you see a neutral color.



Nature Journal* Tools
On the first 2 pages of your nature journal do the following:

1. Page 1, toward the top of the page, make a color wheel. Draw a circle 4” in diameter.  Every 2” around 
the circumference, make a pencil mark.  Connect the marks with the center of the circle, forming 6 
pie-shaped wedges. Color the wheel using yellow, red, and blue primary colors, mixing the secondary 
colors (orange, purple, and green) from them.

2. Page 1, below the color wheel, draw 2 rectangles, 1” high and 4 ½ “ long.  Divide the top one in half 
and the bottom one into 7 parts. 

• Make the top one an Intensity Scale – on the left, choose a primary color and color it from the left to right, making it 
lighter and lighter, fading to no color on the right.  Color its complement from right to left, making it lighter and lighter, 
fading to no color on the left. In the middle there should be equal amounts of each color.  Along this continuum you should 
be able to match the colors in the rock samples that the park provided.

• Make the bottom one a Value Scale, coloring sections lighter and lighter from black to white.

3. On Page 2, make a view-finder.  Center a rectangle 3” x 5”, with portrait orientation.  Cut it out. Add 
a 1” border, making it into a frame. Cut off 3 edges around the frame, leaving the 4th edge attached at 
the spiral binding.  Use the viewfinder to find a pleasing composition for your drawing and to locate 
shapes within it.

*Directions above use the Strathmore Medium Tooth (for Drawing) Visual Journal, 5.5 x 8 inches.



Art and Science

Artist, Nancy McKay, paints on silk using dyes especially formulated for protein 
fibers such as silk.  Like many other artists she connects her interpretations of 
places like Badlands NP to other disciplines, including science.  These 
connections enhance her understanding and communication of her subject.  
Here are some examples of how silk painting relates to the Badlands:

• Life Science:  Dye penetrates silk through capillary action

• Earth Science / Geology: Pigments color fabric through sedimentation.  

• Chemistry:  Pigments adhere by forming a molecular bond with silk fiber 
through steam-setting



Badlands National Park at the “Golden Hour”


