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INTRODUCTION





‘It is only when we are no longer fearful that we begin to create.’


J.M.W. Turner





Fear is one of the major obstacles to creativity; fear of failure, fear of the unknown, fear of not living up to expectations. If anything, that’s the one thing I want this book to broach. Creativity and using your imagination are what sets us apart in nature, and makes us unique. Many animals use tools and language to get from A to B, and many animals use play and mimicry to communicate their desires and needs, but we have taken that a step further into a world of Art. We have grasped the Promethean flame and run with it. Never has it been so important to cherish and nurture creativity from toddler to pensioner, as it has now. It matters not at what age you pick up the brush, the pen or musical instrument; the fact that you did is a victory of sorts, especially in this age of AI and algorithms.
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There is a danger of losing perception of just what is real any more. So, this book is a beginning; an appreciation of where to find reality through a moment in paint.


This is by no means a manifesto for a new age in painting, but is a guidebook to new beginnings, possibly with some added surprises along the way. This book is both for the day one beginner, who has never used oils or paints before, to professionals who have made the art of making images their life’s goal. The fear factor is a healthy and very natural emotion to have – fight or flight – or there’s the third way: to paint. I will walk you through my studio showing all the different ways that I use a technique called alla prima. It is a technique favoured by artists such as Van Gogh and Velazquez, where paint is applied quickly over previous layers of pigment before it dries. It’s a technique that is mostly used by plein air artists, as they struggle to convey a shift in light and weather when painting outside in nature. It is a very emotive and all-involving technique. When in the flow, that is the moment when you, the artist, the pigment, the surface and the unfolding marks, gestures and washes become one. That’s the pot of gold I crave every time I begin afresh and the good paintings – the best paintings – show that.


So how and why did I choose to work in this style? The answer is expediency. I want to make my point quickly. The art of glazing and mixing are not for me. By the time I’ve gone through all that, the moment has gone, although I know that this is all part of the process for some artists and no less enjoyable, I’m sure. The technique is very messy but so much fun. So much so that it is like going back to those first childhood notions of getting in the mud and playing.


Within my own work, I’m looking primarily to cloudscapes and seascapes to extol the virtues of alla prima. They are all based on a memory or suggestion that evokes a recognition of that sky or that sea. I never work from photographs, as that is faintly ridiculous to me as that image already exists. I’ve now got to a point where a painting done previously will be the starting point and from there anything could happen.


This then brings us back to the element of fear that may well up at just the thought.


It’s easy for me to say it’s a transformative process, but just go with the flow and see what works for you. I’ve no compunction to paint like Turner or Constable, Caravaggio or Twombly; these are the giants on whose shoulders I’m standing for a better view.




CHAPTER 1


MATERIALS AND THE WORKING ENVIRONMENT




‘I’m just standing on the shoulders of giants for a better view.’


Mark Stopforth





First, we will look into the materials you will need to source, as well as looking into the studio environment and how that creates a conducive space in which to create art in the alla prima style.
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The customary mess and detritus of the studio with pictures for inspiration. It should not be underestimated how valuable those pictures are, they can often be the starting point for new paintings.











THE STUDIO


My needs are humble ones, though the studio is my most cherished investment yet and one which I don’t take for granted. I spent many a year in a spare room on a side table, head down in a painting. As you might expect, carpets have been ruined and walls have been stained, most notably one bottle of Indian ink that went flying and took more than one coat of emulsion to see off. Not my finest hour.


The studio is my bolt hole, my head space where I go and switch on. I could go further and say the piece of taped white paper on the table is just that as well. The studio is also a cabinet of curiosities that contains many objects that are held and cherished: black Norfolk flints, a Mesolithic scraper, a small Buddha in a box, seed heads, a prism, two bat skeletons, amber stones with flies trapped in their translucent resin, fossils aplenty and so the list goes on, along with books for both reference and escape. I’m not suggesting that you, the reader, go out and locate the self-same objects; that would just be odd. The point is you may have your own store of objects that have significance to you, and they add colour to your studio, shelf in the spare room, or box under the bed. My studio space would be all the duller without them.




[image: image]




The paint box, which has travelled far; very useful for plein air painting or workshops.








My library is more practical in that if I need to reference an artist or painting, then I know it’s to hand and reproductions in books are so much more vital and alive to the eye than a small handheld screen that has only 2 per cent power left, and the charger is not to be found. I also can obsess and hold a picture in my mind’s eye after hours of poring over an image; Caravaggio’s The Betrayal of Christ is just such a painting. It’s clearly not a skyscape or a seascape, and yet this one painting stayed with me for weeks and still has a large pull on my imagination and emotions. It’s a piece of high drama masterfully rendered in a chiaroscuro light (we shall look at this further under the heading of Nocturnes), where the detailing is exquisite, and the compositional structure leads the eye across the theatre of betrayal perfectly captured in oil. This painting would find its influence within my own works along with the knowledge of Leonardo’s sfumato or Rothko’s shimmering horizons and the free calligraphic mark making of Twombly and others.


The library is a well from which to draw inspiration and should never be underestimated. My own studio has shelves where I keep old work. I never throw out old paintings as they can still prove productive. I often like to select a small section, cut that out and then use those ‘fragments’ for both inspiration and reference, as well as being small affordable works that can be sold. Within the studio there is a small and very comfortable mid-century chair, which says more about me than the sofa, where the dog can often be found, chasing cars and pigeons in his sleep.
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The library is a must for seeking inspiration or just having a chilled moment in between paintings.
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There are certain books which I couldn’t do without. I am a keen collector of anything to do with Samuel Beckett. An unread book is just a sign that you believe in a time without end.








Work is hung on the walls and played with in varying combinations to see, more often than not, if one piece works well next to another. There is also the usual collections of postcards and posters that talk of my travels to galleries both near and far. So that, in a nutshell, is my space in which I like to work. It’s the perfect garden office and the commute is not too bad either.
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Sofa with dog. A dog isn’t mandatory but it does help.
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The commute to work.











THE ESSENTIALS


Space


Before starting, it cannot be emphasised enough that you need a calm, quiet space where there will be no interruptions for an hour or two. Alla prima as a technique is fast, intense and highly rewarding. I usually work with some music or my favourite podcast in the background. This is not a form of distraction for entertainment purposes – it’s more a case of giving the mind, the ego, if you will, time off with some white noise to oil those synaptic nerve endings which rely on instant decision making, thereby facilitating any moments of intuition and inspiration that might come my way. Does it become a form of meditation? I think there’s an element of that as, when you’re in the moment, time no longer matters. If you can enter that state of letting go, then nothing else matters and your work will reflect those moments, where you, the paint and the work are one and the same, all moving in the same direction.


A flat, hard surface


Working on paper, I invariably have the work taped to the table, so I am horizontally looking down onto it and there is no chance of the paint dripping. The pigment may pool a little on the paper, but that can be used to our advantage (see Chapter 2). I only ever work vertically when painting on canvas, as then I do like to see the pours and drips of paint work to my advantage. Be mindful also that there is a strong chance that the area where you are working may become messy; in fact if we are painting in the alla prima style then mess is a definite given.


I often look at my work table and think it should be considered as some form of abstract expressionist art piece that contains a history of every painting created upon it and is obviously very personal to me. Before taping any paper down, always be mindful of any stray lumps and bumps underneath, as you want the paper to be as flat as possible. Any lumps and bumps will only annoy and frustrate later in the proceedings.
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The worktop surface. It needs to be flat, smooth and able to take tape when used. A plastic finish would be hard to apply tape to.
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Taking on the patina of past paintings. Ever-evolving as a work of art in its own right.








Lighting


It sounds obvious but I always prefer painting under natural light as opposed to artificial. Natural light lets the oils show off their true depth of colour and luminosity, which is what we want. This is quite important when layering and blending the colours, as you need to see clearly how they are working together. I’ve often worked through a winter’s evening or day under halogen lights and thought that I’ve created ‘a keeper’, only to find out the next day under natural light that it was anything but. If natural light is hard to come by, then investing in a daylight bulb works wonders.
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Skylight. Natural light is always the artist’s preferred choice of lighting.









Paper


Paper comes in a vast range of weights, textures, sizes, acid-free, non-acid free, recycled, non-recycled, and so on. I’m going to keep this simple. For weight, a sheet or sketch pad that is 250gsm is perfect. The term ‘gsm’ simply stands for ‘grams per square metre’ and is used for measuring paper weight. Put simply, if you were to take a 1m² piece of a certain type of paper, how much would it weigh in grams? If the paper feels sturdy and of good quality, then you can’t go wrong and some of the best paper is recycled. I like to feel the paper, when purchasing large individual sheets. It can raise some eyebrows and sideways glances, but you don’t want to spend money unnecessarily on something that you know won’t do the job. Fabriano Academia is my go-to, and it must be smooth. The paper needs to let the pigment soak in and hold it within the fibres. If the paper has a texture to it then you will only encounter problems such as overworking the paints, which then go sludgy, or destroying the kitchen towels or tissues when working over the surface. Having said that, please feel free to try out other paper weights and brands. Card can be very rewarding, though you must be aware that it will react in a completely different way. In the studio, I start work on a fresh sheet to hand, not really caring about its weight or if it’s acid free, etc., and then reacting to how the paper is when I apply the paint and white spirit.


I’m often asked about the paper disintegrating over time. I don’t have a problem with it as the paper will outlast me, after that it’s over to the conservators if indeed that should be necessary. The last word of note on paper. Find what suits you and then try other surfaces; it’s so important to build your confidence levels first.


Oils


I’m not sure if oil as a medium was one I chose, or if indeed it chose me. Oils are so rich and malleable that they were always going to be hard to ignore. I admire anyone who can master watercolours and acrylics as I never could, or at least my expectations weren’t matched by the results of my efforts. Indian inks come some way to getting to where I want, which is a depth of field that draws you into the space created. Let’s not forget we are dealing with the art of illusion here, but what’s fundamentally awe-inspiring is that you can lose yourself in there. I can clearly remember, as a sixth form student, visiting the Rothko room at the Tate Modern, which contains the infamous Seagram paintings, and sitting there for the whole afternoon just letting the scale of the colour wash over me. This was my first introduction into how art, and more specifically painting, can affect you on a deeply personal basis. It’s true that Rothko modified his oils, so it’s possibly stretching it a bit to say he painted in oils. He kept his methods close to his chest. On the flip side of that, I also find it disappointing to view certain works in the flesh and see how the colours have faded and lost their initial lustre.


There was a period when pigments could be bought cheaply for the first time, being mass produced as opposed to being painstakingly handmade. In the mid-1880s, paint factories began springing up in industrial centres across the nation. Mechanisation was making the manufacturing process accessible to a larger and less specialised group of entrepreneurs. I often feel a bit deflated when viewing impressionist works from the late 1880s, as they can often look a pale shadow of their former selves. This is why the oils used from the 1500s outshine, quite literally, the relatively more modern. We’ve Van Eyk to thank, as it was he who created a stable pigment using raw pigment powder, organic oils, boiled calcine bones and linseed oil or flax. Thankfully, modern methods of production have saved us the bother of sourcing bones to be boiled. Suffice to say the quality of mass-produced oil paints has improved over time. Which brand you choose to use is entirely up to you.
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The palette to be used.
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Oil paint tubes after.








My own personal preferences are Windsor and Newton or Cranfield, as both brands give me the quality I want in my pigments: rich in both colour and luminosity. You will notice that paints usually come in a series I to 5. Series 1 are generally cheaper and series 5 are the more expensive. This breaking down into series is purely based upon the costs of production. I’ve used tiny tubes meant for a student’s first dabble into the world of oils and to this day, the black I found in that pack has been one of the best I’ve ever come across, never to be found again. With all that in mind, these are the oils I use regularly. My palette is limited to a few colours and from those I can develop a very wide series of colour combinations and tones that suit my needs.





Prussian Blue My number one go-to colour. It is a dark blue pigment that contains within it so many rich and varying hues that it is beyond compare. One of my favourite workshop moments was spreading some Prussian Blue out on a clean white surface, thinning it with a heavy dose of white spirit and all the students taking an audible breath as I spread the pigment out. It does that to you. As a form of deep therapy, you could do much worse than thinning out some Prussian Blue on a clean white sheet of paper. It is such a versatile colour.
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Phthalo Green I was informed by a follower online that their tutors hated Phthalo Green and refused to let their students have anything to do with it, which seems very odd. It’s right up there with Prussian Blue for richness and depth, and it has such subtleties that can’t be underestimated. It’s a big hitter for me, especially when it comes to seascapes.
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Burnt Umber A recent addition to my palette in that it combines so well with Prussian Blue and Phthalo Green. It takes the depth of those colours and ramps it up tenfold. The only time I premix on a board before application is with these three colours. Mixing the Prussian Blue and Burnt Umber also gives me a dark colour which is so much richer and warmer than any black I’ve come across. This is my go-to for nocturnes with their deep and dark night skies. It also works for my Fen landscapes, which relates to the peat-black nature of the soil.
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Unbleached White This is a warm beige tinted pigment that is a derivative of Titanium White. It’s commonly used to lighten colours with varying effects, though I like to use it as an underwash of colour upon which all the other colours sit. I also use it to give highlights and warmth wherever needed. It’s a much-underrated colour and should be given recognition where it’s due.
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Titanium White There are many whites to choose from: Zinc White, Flake White, Transparent White, Mixing White and Quick-drying White. The latter is the only one I’ve never got on with, as it felt thicker and more resilient to movement in the hand. However, this is just my opinion, and others may like it.
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For me, Titanium White does a very good job, as does Zinc White. It has the right consistency and brightness to it that I desire, especially for highlights and larger areas of light, or light sources. It works especially well for me in my seascapes and is often the dominant colour.





Yellow Ochre Yellow Ochre is used in some of my skyscapes as the ‘imprimatura’ layer of paint. In Italian, imprimatura means ‘the first layer’. When painting, it refers to a thin transparent colour that is laid onto a ground evenly to colour it. This layer is usually thinned out with white. I like to use Yellow Ochre as a means of sketching out the piece I wish to work, so these become the first marks and washes, giving a loose composition to the piece. Yellow Ochre is also a very warm colour, and this can come through as the painting progresses.
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Burnt Ochre A darker pigment than the yellow, which helps to create depth of field as well as mark making horizons, ploughed field lines, vegetation and the like. This is a colour I tend to use towards the end of a piece.
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Cerulean Blue or Kings Blue Both are nice light blues that work well for sky and occasionally colour mixing in a seascape. They can be used in very much the same way as the Yellow Ochre, in that they give an imprimatura layer, which can then be worked and blended within the alla prima technique.
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Flesh Pink A strange one to include in that you naturally assume to use this colour in portraiture, and you wouldn’t be wrong. I use this colour as a nice mid tone colour that provides both warmth and a mid-layer between an Unbleached White and a stronger Rose Pink.
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Rose Pink A go-to colour for when it comes to a hint of sunset or sunrise. It can be used for both highlighting and full-on colour field effects. Finding the right pink is one of the more maddening searches you might go on. Often I’ve gone into my local art shop with a swatch of pink on a piece of paper in order to source the closest match. Rose Pink is a good pink to use as it’s very forgiving and can add an extra touch of drama.
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Ivory Black If I have to use a black, then this would be my go-to, but I rarely ever use it now. With the nocturnes you may wish to start a night sky with just such a colour, but I now prefer, as mentioned, a mix of Prussian Blue, Burnt Umber and occasionally Phthalo Green.
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Kitchen towel A must-have on the worktable. You might assume that kitchen towel would be the same wherever you went. However, that’s not the case, as some are heavily textured, some are thicker and more absorbent. They come in either a very absorbent ‘waffle weave’, or a flat weave, which is generally smoother and less absorbent. My primary recommendation is that the cheaper rolls are generally better. The thicker and more indentations it has, the more scratchy the quality, and therefore the less pliable the oil, in my experience. There’s definitely a science to it. Many’s the time I’ve struggled with an expensive brand, only to have to flatten it out in my hands so that it’ll do what I want it to do. Let’s remember, the point of contact between the hand and the surface you’re working needs to be such an obviously tactile moment that the last thing you want is an obstruction to that.
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Old paintbrushes An old medium-sized brush that has stiffened over time is perfect for splattering paint across your work. The added bonus is that you don’t need to clean it afterwards. I used to use spray cans for the same effect but there isn’t the same control.


HB pencil For sketching out your compositions. I also use them when sharpened for highlighting the edges of clouds (see Chapter 2).
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Craft-knife For lifting the masking tape. It sometimes gets used as a palette knife, but rarely.


White spirit (low odour) You may find you have experience of your own set brand of thinners, or indeed linseed oil for thinning purposes. There is an expense to be spared here, as I do get through copious amounts of white spirit. This should come with a low health warning in that you may wish to use a mask if susceptible to any side effects from inhalation. Good ventilation is always to be recommended.





Masking tape (or edging tape) Used to hold down paper on the work surface. Always very satisfying when peeling off to reveal a nice clean edge which instantly frames the work.
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Gloves This is quite important as you most definitely don’t want to be using heavy-duty rubber gloves as you want to be able to feel the kitchen towel in contact with the surface you are painting on. I always go for a cheap, disposable clear vinyl powder-free glove.
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Bowl A simple bowl you’re not afraid to get messy. Mine has become an art object in its own right.
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CHAPTER 2


MARK MAKING: FIRST STEPS




‘I am seeking, I am striving, I am in it with all my heart.’


Vincent Van Gogh





Mark making is that point where the fun begins. You’ve collected all the materials that you need, and before you on the table lies a fresh piece of A3 Fabriano, carefully taped down on a clean flat surface. Coffees have been made; phones put on silent; everything is in its right place. This is the point where you, the artist, must dive in and experiment.
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Saturnalia, 2023 (oil on Fabriano paper, 42 × 30cm/16½ × 12in).








See what happens when you add a certain amount of white spirit to the oil; too much and it’s diluted to almost nothing, but marks can be made; too little and the oil will stubbornly drag upon the paper.


So, my first suggestion before going through the techniques in more detail is simply to take a little bit of Prussian Blue on an edge of kitchen towel (don’t forget, always whilst wearing gloves), dip the towel into the white spirit for half a second and then spread the oil across the paper. Once you feel confident in the white spirit to oil ratio then you can experiment further with creating depths of tone, or layering the Prussian Blue to varying degrees. It’s a lovely pigment to start with, as the very act of spreading the colour across a pristine white page is very pleasing in itself.
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