
Color, Light, and Shadow Glossary 

Concave lens:
Curved like the inner surface of a sphere.  
Concave lenses tend to spread out light.

Convex lens:
Curved like the back of a spoon. Convex lenses con-

centrate light by bending the rays to a common point 
once they pass through the lens.

Contrast:
The difference between two things. The greater the 
difference, the higher the contrast. For example, in 

color, black and white have a high contrast.

Dispersion:
To spread or scatter. Separating out different  

wavelengths of into a spectrum of colors as white 
light passes through a prism, drop of water,  

or similar transparent object. 

Emit:
To give off something, as in  

the sun giving off light.

Hue:
A color or shade. The amount of “redness”,  
“blueness”, or “yellowness” something has.
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Luminescent:
To glow or to give off light at  

low temperatures, as in fireflies.

Monochromatic:
Includes only a single color  

or slight variations on that color.

Muddy:
Said of colors in a painting that have  

lost their sparkle (intensity); usually caused by  
overworking or mixing too many colors together.

Opaque:
A material that does not  

allow light to pass through. 

Primary colors:
Red, yellow, and blue. These colors cannot be  

produced by combining other colors.
Secondary colors:

Orange, green, and violet. These colors are produced 
by mixing the primary colors.

Tertiary (‘tersh-ee-air-ee’) colors:
These colors are created by mixing one primary  

and one secondary color.
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Prism:
A three-sided length of glass. Light passing  

through it is refracted, separating white light  
into a spectrum of colors. 

Reflect:
To bounce off of a surface,  

as in light bouncing off of a mirror.

Refraction:
The bending of a light ray as it passes  

from one medium to another.

Translucent:
A material, or a quality of a material, that allows 

some light to pass through, but scatters the light so 
that the images are not clear (like frosted glass).

Transparent:
A material that lets light pass through it  

so that objects can be clearly seen  
on the other side.
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Bleed — When paint or ink runs into an adjoining area or up 
through coats of paint. 

Color — A property of an object produced by the wavelength of 
light that the object reflects.

Concave lens — A lens that is curved inward and is thinner at the 
center than the edges. Concave lenses spread out light and make 
the image look smaller. Concave lenses are used in car mirrors 
(this is why “objects in mirror are closer than they appear”). 

Contrast — A great difference between colors, one light and one 
dark, for example. 

Convex lens — A lens that bulges out in the center (curved like  
the back of a spoon). Convex lenses concentrate light by bending 
the rays to a common point (“focal point”) once they pass through 
the lens. Concave lenses tend to spread out light. Telescopes, 
binoculars, and magnifying glasses use convex lenses. 

Cool colors — The family of related colors ranging from greens 
through blues and violets. 

Dispersion — To spread or scatter. Separating out different wave-
lengths of light into a spectrum of colors as white light passes 
through a prism, drop of water, or similar transparent object. 

Emit — To give off something as in the sun giving off light. 

Hue — Used to designate the common name of a color and to 
indicate its position in the spectrum or on the color wheel.

Kaleidoscope — A tube with mirrors positioned inside. Objects 
at the end of the tube are reflected multiple times in the mirrors, 
creating symmetrical patterns.

Light — A form of energy that is emitted by the sun or a chemical 
reaction, to which the eye is sensitive. 

Luminescent — To glow or to give off light at low temperatures,  
as in fireflies. 

Magnify — To make small things look bigger by looking at them 
through one or more convex lenses. 

Monochromatic — Consisting of or using only a single color or 
slight variations of that color. 

Muddy — Colors that have lost their sparkle (intensity); usually 
caused by overworking or mixing too many colors together. 

Opaque — A material that does not let light pass through. Wood, 
some plastic and metal objects are opaque. 

Pigments — Finely ground, colored powders that form paint or 
dye when mixed with a liquid, called the vehicle. Pigments are also 
used to make crayons and pastels. 

Primary color — Red, yellow, and blue. These colors cannot be 
produced by combining other colors. 

Prism — A three-sided length of glass. Light passing through it is 
refracted, separating white light into a spectrum of colors. 

Reflect — To bounce off a surface, as in light bouncing off a mirror. 

Refraction — The bending of a light ray as it passes from one 
medium to another. 

Secondary color — Orange, green, and violet. These colors are 
produced by mixing two primary colors. 

Shadow — A dark image or figure cast on the ground or some 
surface by an object blocking incoming light. 

Translucent — A material that allows some light to pass through 
but scatters the light so that images are not clear (i.e. frosted glass).

Transparent — A material that lets light pass through it so that 
objects can be seen clearly on the other side. 

Tertiary colors — Red-violet, red-orange, yellow-orange,  
yellow-green, blue-green, and blue-violet. These colors are  
produced by mixing a primary color and a secondary color. 

Value — Value refers to the lightness or darkness of a color. It  
indicates the quantity or light reflected. Adding black, white, or 
gray to a color changes its color value. 

Shade — The addition of black to a color 

Tint — The addition of white to a color. 

Tone — The addition of gray to a color. 

Visible spectrum — A band of colors that makes up visible light. 
Each color is generated by a different wavelength of light – the 
longest being red and the shortest being violet. 

Warm colors — The family of related colors ranging from reds 
through oranges and yellows.

Wash — A thinned, watered down paint which is translucent. 

White light — Light that contains ALL the wavelengths of color in 
the visible spectrum from red to violet.


