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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list AND YOU WILL BE TAKEN STRAIGHT TO THAT CHAPTER.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


New Botanical Painting comes from my desire to break the rules a little bit. I’m naturally messy, have always coloured outside of the lines and I’ve never met a wobbly stem or wonky flower that I didn’t love. No two plants are identical, so the same should be said for your paintings.


This style of painting combines the detail found in original botanical studies and the energy of loose watercolour painting. It appears effortless, but requires a relaxed confidence both in the painting process and in yourself. We are going to start right at the beginning, building that confidence with the basics of watercolour before moving on to flower and foliage studies.


Each project is broken down into steps with clear guidance on which mixes and brushes to use. You’ll also find a simplified, scaled down version of each plant, perfect for wreaths and miniatures featured later on in the book. The last chapter is a chance for you to get creative: colour palettes and flowers combined in wreaths, patterns and borders, not to mention the adorable mini house-plant section.


Flower painting is a bit like being a florist: you’re building an arrangement from scratch. I’ve broken up the plant studies into two groups – flowers and foliage – so that when we come to assemble our arrangements in the last section of the book, you will be able to visualise the stems laid out on your florist’s workbench.


Whether you’ve never picked up a brush before or you’re a dab hand, I hope that painting your way through this book will allow you to let loose and relax into this new botanical style.
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WHY I LOVE FLOWERS


They grow in our gardens, decorate our houses and, in the case of many of us, they dominate our Instagram feeds. Flowers bring joy where there is sadness, whether in an abundant floral arch or a few stems in a cone of paper. They also smell nice.


My life and work revolves around them. I’m an artist and stationer who paints almost exclusively in watercolour, and I am commissioned to paint flowers more than any other subject matter.


The only thing I love more than a single flower is a whole bunch, complete with wild, overflowing greenery. Foliage is a thing of beauty all on its own – in fact, my husband and I even decorated our wedding venue exclusively with house plants and greenery.


I am a self-taught watercolourist with a patchy memory for flower names – it is safe to say I’m no traditionalist! My short time working in a florist introduced me to the seasonal swell of new blooms and colour palettes. I would take this inspiration home with me every night to work on my watercolour commissions.


Being trusted to build a bouquet from the assorted buckets of blooms (and the pressure of assembling it under the customer’s watchful gaze) provided me with both the inspiration and confidence to put together painted floral arrangements.


Narrowing down the list of plants to paint was a difficult task. I have chosen a variety of plants that bloom through the seasons, and that I delight in when they are in a vase on my desk. They also allow me to showcase numerous watercolour techniques and colour combinations.


Flowers and watercolours are the perfect partners; like getting lost in the spiralling petals of a rose, the more you explore watercolour, the more you will discover its subtle surprises. I am still making discoveries after all these years, but the freshness of colour racing across a wet page, triggered by a single dab of the brush, gets me every time.
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MATERIALS


The initial attraction to taking up watercolour painting was the relatively small and affordable kit list: paint, paper, brushes and water. A good pencil and eraser are also very helpful.


I use both high-end and mid-range products on a daily basis. I always tell my students to buy the best materials they can afford, and to treat them with great care.
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Brushes


Every project in this book uses pointed-round brushes of varying sizes (3/0, 0, 1, 2, 4, 6 and 8). This type of brush is brilliantly versatile: the bristles form a fine tip but are also thick enough to create a broad line. I love being able to paint a full piece with just one brush; I’m a fairly quick and instinctive painter, so I appreciate not having to change brushes every few minutes.


You will find a wide range of brush types on the market and it is worth experimenting with them to find what works for you. I recommend rigger brushes (long bristles, good for fine lines) and filbert brushes, which allow you to cover large areas quickly – perfect for putting down large washes before they dry up.


The best watercolour brushes are made of sable (animal hair) bristles but I have been very happy working with a range of synthetic-bristled brushes called the Pro Arte Masterstroke range. You know a brush needs replacing when it struggles to make a fine point.


Your brushes will last longer if you clean them thoroughly after use and never leave them bristles-down in a jar of water. The paint will flake off the handle of a brush left in water, making it uncomfortable to hold, not to mention the poor bristles will get bent out of shape.



Paint


I use both tubes and pans of watercolour; both have their advantages. Pans (dry, concentrated blocks of watercolour) are great to transport (they usually have a built-in palette in the lid) and last a lifetime. If you stick a paint-covered brush into the wrong pan, however, they can be a bit frustrating and messy. Tubes (fluid watercolour) are how I first started and I still have many from my original set, so they can also last a long time. You just need to remember that you only need to squeeze out the tiniest bit. I like to compare watercolour to food colouring: it is so concentrated, you only need a small amount to create a vibrant colour and the water is the vehicle in which it travels.


Good-quality paints contain a far higher percentage of pigment, resulting in a more vibrant and long-lasting colour. Brands such as Daler Rowney and Winsor & Newton have a student range and a professional range. The student range will have more binder and less pigment than the professional range, but the standard is still fairly decent. I use professional-quality Daler Rowney, but I would also recommend a few other brands, including Schmincke and Sennelier.


Paper


The projects in this book are done entirely on cold-pressed paper. It has a slightly mottled texture and soaks up paint and water in an even manner. You can also buy hot-pressed paper, which is smooth (good for tiny-detail projects and for digitising your paintings, because the smooth paper scans well and is easy to rub out in Photoshop), and rough paper, which is so textured it is sometimes hard to paint a smooth stroke on it.


Paper quality depends on two things: what it’s made out of and its thickness. Cotton pulp paper is the finest quality, but also expensive. The more affordable option is paper made from wood pulp. I am a big fan of The Langton paper, which is Daler Rowney’s high-end cotton pulp paper, and paper blocks by Arches. I use Daler Rowney’s Aquafine cold-pressed 140lb paper on a daily basis – 140lb/300gsm is a good standard paper thickness and the paper is fairly bright white, which keeps my paintings vibrant.


I buy paper either in pads (gummed at one edge) or blocks (gummed all the way around with a small gap, which helps prevent the paper from warping). In this book, the individual flower projects don’t use too much water, so you don’t need to worry about the paper warping – they can be done on a pad or a loose sheet with no problem. To minimise any chance of warping, you can always tape the sheet down on all four sides. Larger compositions with lots of water would be best carried out on a block or a pre-stretched piece of paper. Use up every corner of paper when practising, and even turn the page over to use the other side if it hasn’t been warped.


OTHER RECOMMENDED KIT


Palette


When using paint tubes, a ceramic plate works just as well as a palette. However, if you are working with plenty of wet colour, it is wise to buy a palette with wells that separate the paint into compartments. You can buy plastic, ceramic and enamel metal palettes. Ceramic is best for mixing watercolours (which is why I often end up on a plate).


Water Jar


Any cheap glass, mug or tupperware will do, as long as its sides aren’t too high. I prefer a clear vessel so I can see when to replace the water. Painting with dirty water will inevitably affect the colours on your page.


Pencil and Eraser


I am not too worried about the make of pencil, as long as it has a lovely fine tip (so this section should also mention a good-quality pencil sharpener!). I use HB, 1H and 2H, working as lightly as possible (soft B pencils can smudge and affect the paint colours). If your drawings are too heavy, rub lightly with a putty eraser to fade the pencil line. Once pencil is painted over, you will struggle to rub it out, so make your lines as faint as possible. I try to keep pencil drawing to a minimum and allow the brushstrokes to dictate the shape and character of the piece.


Paper Towels


I always place my palette on the edge of a piece of paper towel to stop it from sliding about, and also to blot my brush dry. When blotting it like this, you will find any hidden paint lingering in the seemingly clean bristles, warranting another swish in the jar of water.


Your Workspace


When following these exercises, if you can have a physical flower or plant in front of you, you will get more out of the experience and make your own discoveries. Seat yourself at a table in a space with as much natural light as possible. I am lucky enough to have a studio with a rural view that constantly revitalises me. Feeling good both mentally and physically in your environment is so important.


Washi Tape


Good-quality washi tape is great for masking areas. My brand of choice, MT washi masking tape, is low-tac (not too sticky) so it peels away cleanly, provided it is removed within hours of applying. To ensure success every time, I lower the tac (stickiness) on my tape by sticking it to my jeans once or twice before use.
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WATERCOLOUR BASICS


PAINTING TECHNIQUES


First we need to see what watercolour can do. Watercolour pigment is intensely concentrated so you need only the tiniest bit. Water is the vehicle for the colour to travel, and it does most of the work.


The golden rule of watercolour is: your brush should always be wet. I don’t mean waterlogged at all times, but the bristles need to be damp enough to hold paint, even when working on precise detail. Swish the brush around in your water jar and wipe the bristles on the rim a few times. This allows paint to flow from brush to page as smoothly as a felt-tip pen.


Throughout this book I will refer to the paint as ‘wet’, ‘diluted’ or ‘concentrated’.


Wet: Plenty of water on the brush with plenty of colour, allowing for broad coverage and bright, seamless blending.


Diluted: Plenty of water and very little colour to achieve a pale, translucent quality.


Concentrated: Used most often for precise detail in the final stages of a painting. A good coverage of colour on the brush with minimal water.


The following painting techniques are all carried out with a size 2 pointed-round brush.


Dry on Dry


Applying concentrated paint to a dry surface, either a dry page or a painted page that has dried fully.


Your brush should never be bone dry, the term ‘dry on dry’ refers to watercolour in its most concentrated form. Paint a concentrated circle on a dry page, similar to the one shown here – not very exciting, but the colour is opaque and going nowhere on a dry page.
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Wet on Dry


Applying wet paint to a dry surface, either a dry page or a painted page that has dried fully.


Clean your brush off and load it up with water. Now fill in that ‘dry on dry’ circle with water, stroking the brush to pick up colour from the inner edge of the circle, and watch the colour blend inwards. An initial sweep round will bring in a paler blue to fill the circle. A few more strokes will intensify the colour to make a solid colour circle. The outer edge of the circle remains crisp on the dry paper.
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Wet on Wet


Applying wet paint to a wet surface when you want to create a soft, diffused edge and a seamless blend.


With a clean brush, wet a section of page, approximately 5cm square. Working quickly – so that the water doesn’t seep into the paper and dry – paint that same blue circle with your wet brush and watch the paint feather out. The more soaked your page, the more unruly your watercolour will be in its travels. It is tempting to prod and poke the watercolour tendrils, but it is always more effective when you let the paint do its thing undisturbed.
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One application of water


[image: Illustration]


Three applications of water


Blending and Layering


When working on a composition, the adding of colour will either be in the form of blending (wet on wet) or layering (wet on dry, dry on dry).


Blending: Blending colours involves a little restraint – it is so tempting to help the colours along, prodding them with your brush. This can lead to over-mixing, which nearly always results in a dull, flat colour – or at worst, a brown sludge. Read the Choosing Colours section for more on choosing a fail-safe colour palette.
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