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INTRODUCTION



WHAT’S DISTINCTIVE ABOUT WATER-BASED MEDIA?


Beguiling in its simplicity, creating images that are all about space and light, and with the appearance of being made from almost nothing at all, watercolour can be completely ethereal or savagely and physically present. Using water as a medium for carrying pigment for art and for decoration is as ancient as human civilisation and it’s easy to imagine how seeing rusty coloured iron oxide being leached out of rock by the action of rain would have presented our distant ancestors with ready-made paint, straight from nature. Combining raw pigment with a binder, effectively a glue, to hold the pigment in place, it becomes a more permanent paint rather than just a stain. Over the centuries, many binders have been used, each producing artists’ colours with different characteristics. Casein from milk, egg in tempera, acrylic resin in acrylics and gum arabic in watercolour and gouache.
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■ Heat of the Day, Seville. Watercolour, 9 × 21cm. Richard Pikesley.








Technical simplicity


So this makes for a whole family of media which are brought alive by very simple means. Although modern tube paints are more sophisticated with additives to make them flow and have longer shelf life, at heart they are simple materials when compared with the relative complexities of oil paint. Unlike other media which may need support of canvas or a wooden panel, watercolour only needs paper. Watercolour often tends not to be as showy and may have an intimate and confiding quality. Working with oil paint tends to need a dedicated space or studio. Smell and mess from oils can be a little hard to live with on the kitchen table, while watercolour is so much easier to fit into a busy household.


Expressive power


In part as a consequence of the simplicity of the medium, watercolour is capable of a directness of expression and a range that goes all the way from the closest and most detailed observations of nature right through to the most forceful of gestural painting. It has an immediacy of mark-making, and its transparency means that nothing is hidden or covered up; as layer builds on layer, the whole history of the painting’s genesis is apparent to the curious observer.
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■ Paddy as a Zebra. Watercolour, 19 × 23cm. Richard Pikesley.








Minimal kit


With painting generally, having more kit than you need can quickly become an encumbrance. With watercolour, just a few tubes or a little box of pans, a brush or two and some paper and you’re good to go. The following chapter outlines the equipment and materials you’ll need to get started as well as options for taking things further.


The extra kick, using the brilliance of the paper


By using the brightness of the paper itself, paintings in watercolour can have a luminous quality. I will explore the classical technique in Chapter 2, but at its root it’s about using the brilliance of the white paper to provide the whites and all tints of even strong colour. Because watercolour does not rely on the addition of white pigment to achieve the lightest colours, tonal variation is achieved instead through thinning the paint with water and allowing the white of the paper to shine through, quite unlike other media such as oil, acrylic or gouache, and white pigments have the additional characteristic of adding opacity to the mixed colour.
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■ Harbour, Sun and Flying Gulls. Watercolour, 51 × 76cm. Richard Pikesley.








Versatility


Although in the English tradition we tend to think of watercolour as a small-scale medium, working in other countries has taught me that scale and ambition can be what you want it to be. In India, working alongside painters from across the subcontinent, I watched as they cut massive sheets from a huge roll of Arches paper and worked with fist-sized brushes and great bravura. It can be for big statement pieces or the tiniest of immediate on-the-spot studies. As an English painter I’m very conscious of the roots of the medium in this country and clearly remember the first time I saw a great watercolour, a tiny painting by Joseph Mallord William Turner, seemingly made of a few wisps of colour, but conveying the vastness of ocean and sky. From that moment I was hooked!




CHAPTER 1


MATERIALS AND EQUIPMENT


T he little bus stopped at a remote crossroads. Along with my fellow travellers I tumbled out into the cold air to stretch my legs, but rather than walking with the others back along the road to see the thermal springs that we’d spotted from the bus, I quickly found my sketchbook and travelling watercolour kit and immediately set to work at the side of the road. In front of me was the edge of a broad Icelandic valley with mountains beyond. In the middle distance, Icelandic ponies grazed in the sparse scrub. Most exciting of all, thin veils of rapidly blown cloud alternately eclipsed and revealed the snow-dotted peaks as their shadows swept across the valley floor. With just a few colours, and drawing with the tip of a sable brush, I started to draw across the sketchbook pages. Within 15 minutes I had three sheets covered. A slightly different view each time produced different paintings as the washes of cloud came and went. Now in my studio I’m working from those fragments and a little pencil drawing that followed, making a more considered painting. The act of really looking and those little sketchbook notes fix the scene in my memory in a way that an idly taken photograph always fails to do. The essence of this story is that with minimal materials and kit I am able to tackle a subject with great scale and atmosphere and achieve something useful in a very short time.
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■ Iceland, Mountain and Cloud. Watercolour, 23 × 18cm. Richard Pikesley.
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■ A page from my Iceland sketchbook.
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■ A page from my Iceland sketchbook.








Watercolour paints


For anyone beginning to work with watercolour there are choices to be made right at the beginning and it’s very easy to spend a lot of money buying more than is really needed – or buying the wrong things. My suggestion is that it’s worth buying good quality right from the beginning, but avoid, for example, buying 20 brushes when initially, one or two will do. Most manufacturers produce their paints in ranges for artists and a much cheaper range for students. It’s perhaps worth having a basic set of students’ colours to start with and for initial experiments, but I would suggest that the artists’ colours are far superior and well worth the extra expense. Upgrade once you know what colours you need and learn to love their individuality. Artists’ watercolours made from genuine pigments with minimal filler are wonderful and vary from one colour to another in terms of their handling qualities and optical characteristics. Students’ colours are much more even in terms of the way they handle, but they are made down to a price without the quality of the top range.
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■ A new metal box being filled with colours. I’m using a mix of half pans and full pans; these artist-quality colours simply snap into the box and when they’re empty, they can either be replaced or filled with tube colours.








Watercolour may be bought and used in a variety of forms. Folding metal boxes with recesses inside to accommodate plastic blocks called pans or half pans depending on size, containing solid paint which can be made useable by brushing with water. Pans of colour in artists’ quality (from manufacturers such as Winsor & Newton) are quite soft and easy to pick up a good density of colour from on a brush. Student-quality watercolour in pans tend to be much harder and it can be difficult to pick up enough colour. The advantage of having watercolour in this form is that the metal box becomes an instantly useable ‘pocket studio’ incorporating colours, a small palette, a brush or two and sometimes even a small reservoir of clean water. These can be very handy working on location where its compact size makes it portable and immediately ready for use, and particularly suitable for working on a small scale such as making notes in a watercolour book. For larger work, the solid pans of colour don’t easily liberate enough colour for a big wash and the built-in palette is just too small to be useful.


Another potential disadvantage is that these metal boxes tend to come ‘pre-loaded’ with the manufacturer’s choice of pans so your own choice of colours may be compromised. It is however possible to buy an empty box designed for either whole pans or half pans and add your own choice of colours. My own ideal would be a biggish box to give more working and mixing space and just a few well-chosen colours.
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■ A selection of tubes of artist-quality watercolours. 14ml is the most usual size but some colours are available in the larger 38ml size.








Watercolours may also be purchased in tubes. With a softer consistency and faster to mix with water to produce washes, these are a versatile choice, and especially useful working on a bigger scale when enough colour can be squeezed onto the palette as you need it. Tubes come in several sizes from very small up to 38ml – the same size as standard oil paints, but the middle size is probably the most widely available and the most useful. They also come in two ranges of quality: artists’ colours, more expensive but very pure and using better pigments, and students’ colours, which tend to use cheaper or alternative pigments in a less pure form. Although once again these can be bought pre-packaged in a folding metal case, I would suggest choosing your own colours to keep in a handy plastic box and buy a more useful-sized palette. You may want to refer to the lists of colours in Chapter 4 before buying your paints.


My preference is a hinged metal tin case with wells into which I can squirt colour from tubes. This gives me a pre-loaded palette when I’m working away from the studio and as the colour tends to harden once it dries out I can easily clean the palette between trips with a quick rinse under the tap, this will dislodge any soiling or contamination without washing away too much precious colour. Alternatively, start off with a box of pans and when these run out, replenish either with colour from a tube or replacement pans.


Gouache


Still often called designers’ gouache, these opaque colours were developed for use in the design industry but were quickly adopted by artists. Before the advent of digital technology, designers needed the ready source of flat, opaque colour so easily provided by these paints. Mixed with a little water, these colours are much more opaque than transparent watercolour. Later on in this book I shall describe a mixed technique using both types, but for now it’s enough to say that these colours may be used on their own, giving a water-based medium with the covering power of oils, or as a way of further developing images started with watercolour. Gouache dries quite quickly and is as responsive to a fluid, loose, handling as it is to a more tightly structured approach. A characteristic of these colours is that they change tone a little as they dry but once this is understood it is rarely a problem. They do dry hard on the palette, unlike artists’ watercolours which stay moist, so just squeeze out enough for immediate use when using these colours. Colours made in a similar way as gouache are centuries old and their use is seen throughout the applied arts, from illustrated manuscripts to this little fan, made and painted as a grand tour keepsake for a lucky eighteenth-century tourist, its three images showing the eruption of Vesuvius and Virgil’s tomb.
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■ Designers’ gouache comes in tubes of the same sizes as watercolour. It’s worth having white in the larger 38ml size.










[image: image]




■ Fan Design with Views of Mount Vesuvius and the Tomb of Virgil. Gouache on vellum. An anonymous eighteenth-century grand tour souvenir. Made around 1775.








Acrylic gouache


A more recent introduction from several manufacturers is acrylic gouache, essentially an acrylic paint, miscible with water, which has most of the properties of standard acrylics coupled with the covering power and matt surface of traditional gouache. An important difference is that while conventional gouache paints will re-dissolve into water if the painted surface is re-wetted, once the paint layer has dried, acrylic gouache cannot be washed out or re-dissolved. Depending on the way a painting is being made this could be an advantage if layers need to be built up quickly with no disturbance of the underlying colour. However, if you want to continue to be able to soften and blend into layers already put down, choose conventional gouache. Acrylic gouache colours are available in tubes, plastic bottles or jars, depending on the manufacturer.


Acrylic


Conventional acrylics are available from several manufacturers and will mimic watercolour fairly successfully when applied in thin layers. Once dry they will not re-dissolve, so layers can be built up quite quickly without disturbing paint already dried. Applied more thickly they have more covering power, especially when mixed with white, and can be used to form textured impasto with a brush or painting knife. A range of additives is also available, the most useful of these is a retarder that slows down the drying time to allow more workability and keeps paint on the palette fresher for longer.
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■ Acrylics are incredibly versatile and are shown here with thick impasto on the left and diluted with lots of water at the right-hand end of each stroke. Although the opacity of the pigments varies, their transparency can be close to that of pure watercolour.
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■ Pink Poppies. Gouache, 18 × 23cm. Richard Pikesley.








Paper


Transparent watercolours are most often used over white paper, the brightness of the paper surface providing the whites and lighter passages in the finished painting. Working with gouache it may sometimes be more appropriate to work on a tinted or more strongly coloured paper. Paper for watercolour has to be quite sturdy as unless it is stretched before use thinner paper will bend and buckle under washes leaving lots of colour filling the valleys while the hills in between remain bare. Watercolour papers are available in a variety of surface characteristics and may be very rough, slightly textured or completely smooth. Paper manufacturers use the terms ‘rough’, ‘hot-pressed’ (HP) or ‘not’ (as in not hot-pressed). In most art stores paper will be displayed in packs often of ten sheets. The labelling on the pack will tell you everything about the paper. An important factor is the weight of the paper as this will indicate how sturdy it is. Paper used to be measured in pounds per 500 sheets of imperial-sized (22 × 30 inches) paper. These days the measurement is more likely to be in grams per square metre of a single sheet.
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■ A selection of watercolour papers showing the range of surface types and colours that are easily available. I would always advise trying a number of different papers but once you’ve found your favourites, stick with just a couple and really learn how they work for you.
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■ Handmade papers have a deckle on each of the four sides of a full sheet. This beautiful example is very heavy with a rough texture.








Varying amounts of ‘size’, a sort of glue, are added to the pulp during manufacture, and this will determine how absorbent the finished paper will be and consequently to what extent and how quickly washes sink into the surface. On a strongly sized paper the colour will sit on top of the paper for just a little longer allowing the puddle of colour to be pushed around for a few moments before it sinks into the paper. Choice of paper is largely a matter of personal preference, and my advice would be to try out as many papers as you can but then settle on just one or two and learn those inside out. A good art shop will have a wide selection of papers so a good starting point would be to purchase a single sheet each of a number to try. The most expensive will be handmade papers where each sheet is individually made. These are identified by having four deckle, or ragged, edges. Mould made papers, of which there is a wide choice are a very good alternative and share many of the characteristics of handmade but at a lower price. Made on machines in a continuous roll, these papers will have two true deckle edges and consistent quality. Most papers of interest to watercolour painters will come from these two categories. A third class, known as machine made, produces mostly drawing papers, though some of these are also good for watercolour.
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■ Good paper will usually have a watermark or stamp to identify its manufacturer. This hot-pressed example from Fabriano of Italy.








Whilst the better papers may seem expensive, remember that a full-sized sheet can be cut down, so that a full sheet might yield 16 small sheets at about 14 × 19cm, and the heavier weights of paper won’t need stretching with its consequent loss of paintable surface caused by the tape necessary to fix it to the board.


As well as white, many fine papers are also available in a variety of tints. These are mostly pale in tone but in a large variety of colours. These can be interesting to use, the colour of the paper influencing every wash laid over it, this might seem a limitation but can give the finished painting a sense of unity by all the colours harmonising. If pure white is needed a little white gouache will extend the tonal range upwards. The full range of gouache colours may be used on any paper suitable for watercolour but because of their opaque nature they may be used on toned or coloured papers. My preference is to apply a watercolour wash in the colour and tone of my own choice and allow to dry before starting to paint with gouache.


As well as single sheets of paper, it may also be purchased bound into a pad, often wire bound so that it can be folded flat. Another option is a pad of paper glued around all four edges. This produces a surface similar to working on stretched paper. When the painting is finished it can be easily sliced off with a knife revealing a fresh sheet underneath. When purchasing paper in this form, it is worth looking for details of exactly what paper they contain. Somewhere on the packaging it will tell you the manufacturer and the weight of the paper.


Brushes


Watercolour brushes have traditionally been made from the tail hair of the Kolinsky sable. With the decline in demand for the pelts of these animals to make fur coats, the tails, formerly a by-product of the fur trade, are now in short supply and brushes made from this fibre have leapt in cost. I have watched very skilled artisans making these brushes and the hair is rolled to ensure that the natural curve of the hair is used to bring the tip of the brush to the finest point. The best Kolinsky sable makes fabulous watercolour brushes with the ability to hold and carry a lot of coloured wash whilst also having the finest point and a good degree of what brush makers call ‘bone’ – the resilience of the brush to stay in shape and not simply flop when carrying a wash. Additionally, these brushes last. I have several in my collection that have been used continuously for more than fifty years and whilst they have now lost their points they are still a delight to use.
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■ A selection of brushes and pens. The brush four from the left has been in daily use for 50 years and is a testament to the quality of the finest sable brushes even though it’s lost its point.
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■ Each brush makes a characteristic set of marks.








Fortunately, these days there are plenty of alternatives to pure sable: from blended hair from a variety of sources to completely synthetic fibre, many materials have been adopted for the manufacture of brushes. The unique quality of sable that marks it out is the ability to have a large brush, capable of holding a large reserve of colour combined with the finest tip. With just one of these brushes you can do pretty much anything, with synthetic brushes you’ll need two or three to do the same job. When using the largest sable brushes, the amount of colour it takes to ‘load’ them can be substantial, easily soaking up quite a big puddle of colour from your palette. Whether you opt for pure sable or synthetic, a good round brush that comes to a fine point, in a middling size, together with a soft flat wash brush will be all that’s needed to begin with.


Traditionally, watercolour brushes come in a number of different shapes and styles and each series is available in many different sizes. Brushes may, of course, also be sourced from other disciplines to take advantage of their characteristic mark-making properties. For example, stiff hog hair oil painting brushes will make a strongly textured mark quite unlike the soft puddle of a conventional wash brush.
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■ Cloud Shadows from Coney’s Castle. Watercolour, 15 × 19cm. Richard Pikesley. A simple study, but one that uses a number of elements. The calligraphic lines of field boundaries were made with a rigger, the big shadow partly wet-in-wet dropped in quickly as the clouds raced by.








If you’re inclined to experiment with your mark-making, many other brushes are available and each will leave its own distinctive mark. As most of these will be inexpensive additions to your repertoire it’s worth being inventive. Most art shops will stock Chinese and Japanese brushes developed for a more calligraphic style and these can make very suitable additions to your toolkit, as indeed might other less conventional alternatives. My collection includes at least one abandoned shaving brush and another brush made by me from the long trimmings from a pony’s tail. It makes lovely snaky marks when dragged twisting and turning across the paper.


Don’t use your precious sable brushes when you paint with acrylics as once dried it can’t easily be washed out of your brushes. Use synthetic wash brushes when applying thin layers or hog or synthetic hog brushes for a more robust technique, making sure that you wash your brushes immediately after use.


Alternative watercolour sources


A development in recent years has been pigment-based markers that are compatible with watercolour. Some of these are also available with an empty cartridge to enable them to be filled with paint of your own choice.
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■ Watercolour markers and brush pens showing marks made on dry and wet paper.









Brush pens and sketching pens


These products blur the line between brushes and pens and have a variety of uses. A number of manufacturers now make watercolour brush pens pre-loaded with watercolour paints in a range of pigments. Quality varies; some are manufactured using high-quality pigments, others are not fully light-fast, so whilst good for working in sketchbooks, are not suitable for permanent artworks that would normally be exposed to light. Varying between fine liners and broad chisel tips, they can be intermixed and blended, and used in a mixed technique alongside conventionally applied watercolour. Their use may, however, restrict the subtlety of mixed colour and favour a rather jumpy, bright approach. Empty brush pens are also available, and these are very useful as they can be filled with watercolour of your own choice.


Watercolour paint sticks


These are sticks of colour which can either be used to draw on dry or wet paper, or wet with a brush and use like conventional watercolour. They can also be cut up to use as pan replacements in a suitable palette. They use proper pigments, the same as in high-quality watercolour paints.


Watercolour pencils


Looking like ordinary coloured pencils, these have ‘leads’ made from pigment and binder that be released by either dipping the pencil into water or overpainting the drawn line with water. The intensity of pigment in some brands can be a little disappointing, but the best ones such as Caran d’Ache Museum Aquarelle offer brilliant lustrous colours similar to the best conventional watercolours. They can be used either as a ‘stand-alone’ medium, alongside watercolours, or to apply further detail to a conventionally made watercolour painting.
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■ Watercolour pencils can be used dry, dipped in water or washed over to produce more diffuse colour.
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■ Sketchbook study of a winter landscape made with watercolour pencils.








Equipment


I’ve made many paintings on location simply laying my board on the ground or wedged into a convenient hedge, however, a well-constructed easel does make life easier, especially when your subject demands a higher eye level than that provided by squatting on the ground. There’s a huge industry providing kit for the watercolour painter, so before you go shopping let’s think carefully about what you might actually need. We’ll start with easels as these will probably be the most costly purchase and a good starting point before other items are added.


Studio or outside


When working outside I’m usually concerned about portability and weight of any equipment that I’m going to have to carry. This isn’t usually a consideration when working in the studio where I have room to spread out and equipment can be quite robust. Many though, will not have a dedicated art space where easels and other equipment can be left set up, in which case, kit that will easily pack away will be at a premium. As everyone’s needs are different, I will describe a variety of options which should fit every need.



Large or small scale, mobile or static


Easels only become really essential when working on a larger scale and I’ll only use one if I’m working on a quarter sheet or larger. Below that size I’ll improvise, working on my lap or standing with a sketchbook. For bigger paintings a good easel is invaluable, not just as a stable support for your painting but also to adjust its slope to control the downward flow of washes. Perhaps the biggest advantage of working at an easel is that it frees me up to move. I can step back frequently to view my work from a little distance, invaluable when I want to see the whole painting rather than a small detail. It also allows me to use my whole arm from my shoulder to make sweeping gestural marks or to control the smallest touch of colour.
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■ Two of my easels. Both light and portable, the Herring Versatile easel on the left is very stable and the angle of slope can be quickly changed. The tray attachment is particularly useful.








Whichever type of easel you choose you should be able to control and vary the angle of your paper. Unlike oil painting where the easel provides a vertical or near vertical surface on which to paint, watercolour washes may need to be applied very wet and will simply run off the paper if your work surface is too upright. Generally, you’ll want your paper almost flat but with the ability to quickly adjust the degree of tilt so that you can control the flow of colour. On the other hand, you may be making preliminary drawing marks or using gouache pretty much undiluted, in which case the ability to flip your easel to a more upright stance could be useful. Old-fashioned wooden sketching easels are pretty good at all of this, though as the board is only held in the middle things can get a little wobbly if you’re working big. Their tripod design makes them quite stable whilst occupying a fairly modest footprint. I have a lightweight alloy easel that spreads its legs a little wider but will support a large board without rocking. There’s an attachment to extend the height and a handy shelf is available to clip onto the front legs and give you somewhere to put brushes and water pots. Its only downside is that it does take up a bit too much space to use in a restricted spot.
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