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Introduction


Of all the painting mediums that have evolved over the centuries, it’s a fairly safe bet that watercolour was the first. Colours may have been limited to browns, umbers or ochres depending on where your cave was located but at some stage our ancestors would have passed the occasional happy hour stirring around in a puddle with a stick and making marks on themselves and on nearby rocks and walls. All over the world there are examples of cave art that dates back to pre-historic times, where individuals have portrayed figures and animals in particular and in the process found different coloured pigments as well as charcoal from the fire to make their paintings more effective.
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The Bedouin Souk, Jeddah.




What is particularly apparent in most examples are the drawing skills that allowed the artists to portray the animals they hunted and lived amongst so superbly and whilst they may not have had access to brushes, they would have discovered that a bit of animal fur dipped in pigment worked pretty well and there is even evidence to suggest that they made stencils and sprayed ‘paint’ on. Bearing in mind most of this activity at the time would have been done in very dim lighting conditions and that the artists wouldn’t have been able to hop outside with a camera to take a few pics to copy back in the cave, what we can see is a testament both to their artistic skills and their powers of observation and memory to create something, that in the best examples, is quite extraordinary.


In relatively more recent times other forms of painting have been developed, along with an ever-widening range of pigments and today’s painters are spoilt for choice but despite this, watercolour has kept pace and is arguably the favourite and most convenient medium for most amateur painters and is highly regarded by many of today’s professionals.


My own watercolour journey started when I was about five or six at a time when the wireless or a gramophone was the only form of electronic entertainment and that it was perfectly normal to find kids something to do to keep them occupied and out of the way and my first paint box was a standard example of the black metal variety with twelve half pans and mixing wells in the lid. My subjects at the time were in much the same genre as the cave dwellers thousands of years before, in that I painted what I saw outside which, rather than bison, wolves, jackals, and the odd elephant, were more likely to be Bedfords, Leylands, Fords, and Albions and anything else that might be driving past on a regular basis. As my painting developed over the years with oils and acrylics, watercolours were relegated to a supporting role as initial sketches for larger paintings but my wife often expressed a preference for the watercolours and later an ever increasing number of customers made the same choice. This book is based on seventy years of working with all the highs and lows of what is seen in some circles as a difficult medium. It’s written by a painter of work that might be described as figurative or representational, who is most at home amongst landscape and marine subjects with occasional forays into other genre and the contents of this book reflect that, whilst accepting that there are other ways of tackling and using watercolour. Painting isn’t meant to be easy and watercolour can offer more than a few challenges but it is deeply satisfying if you get it somewhere about right and this book offers practical ways of working with the medium and at the same time offers ideas and thoughts that can make your painting methods more exciting and adventurous and simply more painterly.




Chapter 1


Materials and Equipment


One of the great attractions of watercolour is that you really don’t need very much in the way of materials and equipment. In its simplest form all that is needed is a basic paint box, a brush, something to paint on and a supply of water. However, we live in a world where hardly a week goes by without new products and paints appearing on the market and where internet shopping gives us access to an ever widening range of goodies but it’s still worth reiterating at this stage that, as watercolour painters, you really don’t need a huge amount of stuff but investment in quality rather than quantity will pay dividends.
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Fig. 1.0 Il Pescheria, Venice.




Paint


The major manufacturers of paint have a range of at least 100 colours on offer and at least a couple have well over 200. This is all very exciting and possibly confusing but it’s up to us as painters to be selective and to find a range of pigments that suit our individual approach to the medium. The reality is that a carefully chosen range of the primary colours together with a selection of Earth pigments is sufficient to allow a painter to produce pretty well anything in terms of colour and hue that is needed, irrespective of location or subject matter, whereas buying paint just because it looks interesting on a colour chart or the name sounds different and exciting, might just be a way of making things rather expensive and unnecessarily complicated. We will all be tempted at some point to try something different but apart from botanical painters or illustrators who might spend ages looking for just the right colour straight out of the tube, the rest of us should get used to a tried and tested range of colours that works for us in any situation and can be mixed to produce any tone, colour or tint required. It’s so easy with spontaneous buying of this and that to end up with a selection of tubes or pans that rarely see the light of day and just take up storage space. The other argument for sticking with a limited palette is that you get used to the paints involved, their tinting power and how they mix and you will have a pretty good idea of what they will look like, both when they hit the paper and when they have dried. Remember watercolour dries a paler shade than when it’s wet and familiarity with colours allows you to concentrate on the subject, rather than wondering what’s going to happen next.
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Fig. 1.1 Primary colours from left to right: Cobalt Blue, Ultramarine, Alizarin Crimson, Cadmium Red, Cadmium Yellow and Cadmium Lemon.




The primary colours for a painter are blue, yellow and red – in other words they are colours that cannot be created by mixing other pigments – but any examination of manufacturers’ colour charts will reveal a wide choice and raises the rather obvious question of which blue, yellow and red? My answer is to have a ‘double primary’ cool and warm version, that effectively straddles what might be considered pure; Fig. 1.1 shows my selection. Starting with blue, my choices are Cobalt as the cool version and Ultramarine as the warm. Cobalt Blue is getting close to as pure as cool blue can get, while Ultramarine has a distinctly warmer shade, and French Ultramarine is usually a little bit warmer still. With reds, I opt for Alizarin Crimson as the cool one and Cadmium Red as the warm; for the yellows, I have Cadmium Lemon on the cool side and Cadmium Yellow on the warm. If you look at these primaries on a colour wheel, they are roughly equally spaced, and having a cool and warm version is helpful in moving towards secondary colours, i.e. a mix of two primary colours, and helping to ensure that the mixes are clear and vibrant. This colour mixing principle is covered in more detail in Chapter 5, but what this double primary selection will give you is the ability to produce any colour you want in your paintings.
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Fig. 1.2 Earth colours from left to right: Yellow Ochre, Raw Sienna, Raw Umber, Burnt Sienna, Burnt Umber and Light Red.




Earth colours (see Fig 1.2 for my selection) originate from clay earth and give the painter a range of ochres and umbers that can be mixed with primary colours where appropriate, to give modulated tones and deeper shades or just be used in washes on their own.


These twelve colours make up my basic limited palette and are all that I carry in my smallest paint box. A lot of larger boxes, of course, have more capacity and my larger palette-style field boxes have space for sixteen and give me the opportunity to add four more. As a landscape and marine painter I will invariably have even cooler blues on board – Cerulean Blue is a beautiful cool blue for winter skies, snow shadows, and water, while Prussian is an even colder blue and is handy for mixing dark greens and blues but it requires careful handling as it has very strong staining characteristics and if used injudiciously can ruin a painting. With reds I add Brown Madder which for me is a subtle alternative to Alizarin and when mixed with blues makes warm greys in much the same way as Light Red does. Although more recently I’ve been using Old Holland’s Red Umber as an alternative, which helps create another range of cooler greys without making them too wintery. If you do want cold greys then either of the main blues mixed with Burnt Sienna or Burnt Umber will do the job. Finally, Sepia sometimes makes it to the start line, as it’s handy for serious dark areas on harbour walls and mud, but again should be used sparingly.


All of these colours might be labelled as traditional and apart from Red Umber are available from all manufacturers as part of their standard ranges of paint. In manufacturing and marketing nothing stands still and in recent years there have been new colours appearing, many of which owe their origins to more industrial applications like painting vehicles, and some use a synthetic binder as distinct from the traditional Gum Arabic which claims to allow a higher pigment loading leading to stronger tones. This all sounds very exciting but there are practical considerations to introducing colours that were originally designed to add sparkle and desire in a car showroom. What is most important for a painter is to have a range of colours that work well in harmony with each other and introducing a few colours that are excessively bright or dominant can be a disruptive factor. Ultimately it depends on what you are trying to achieve with your painting but beware of ending up with pictures that are unrealistically garish.


Paint Boxes and Palettes


If your painting is confined to home or studio, you can keep a stock of paint in tubes and squeeze out paint on to a palette when needed, or you can raid the kitchen for the odd plate or saucer. However, if you plan to venture further afield or even if you just want to keep things organized, you need a decent paint box. Fellow painters and tutors alike will have experienced the problems that come with an individual student who turns up to a painting session and proceeds to spread out Tupperware containers, the odd butcher’s tray, kitchen rolls, carrier bags etc., and who generally takes up too much space and they will invariably be the ones who keep the rest of the group waiting on field trips or need help with carrying all the gear. If you’re serious about your painting, leave this sort of muddle and messing about to others, not least because it’s totally impractical if you want to work en plein air. A paint box doesn’t have to be expensive but what a good one will have is sufficient space for around twelve to sixteen colours with plenty of mixing area and be equally suitable for studio use or for carrying to a group painting session or working outside. It should have a lid that keeps the contents protected and equally helps to protect the environment from stray paint and will also help to keep pans or squeezed out paint moist. Finally, some way of holding the box like a thumb ring is always helpful, particularly if you’re working on location.


Most watercolour paint comes in two forms, either as pans or in tubes and as far as boxes go you have to decide which works best for you. The good news is that there are often ‘deals’ to be had on equipped paint boxes, where if you work out the normal cost of the paint contained, the box itself is effectively free. The downside of this approach is that you will end up with the manufacturer’s choice of colours which may well include things that you’re never going to use. Nevertheless even allowing for dumping some of the colours from an equipped box and replacing them with something more appropriate, they are still frequently a better buy than starting with an empty box and filling it yourself.
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Fig. 1.3 This somewhat battered looking specimen is a classic example of the ubiquitous black metal paint box that’s very similar to the sort that many of us started out with as kids. Measuring slightly less than 3 × 6in (7.5 × 15cm) it’s very practical and compact enough to slip into a pocket. This one started life as a Winsor & Newton 16 × half pan box but the centre section allows the addition of more pans and in this case the frequently used Cobalt and Ultramarine are in whole pan form. There is a reasonable amount of mixing space with the flap and three wells and it has a thumb ring on the bottom which allows it to be fixed to one hand, leaving the other free to hold a brush. There are a few more colours than the sixteen suggested earlier but even a professional has to do a little experimenting.




Boxes come in either plastic or metal and in a myriad of shapes, sizes and layouts. Metal ones are arguably more robust than plastic and for that matter some metal examples are stronger than others. They will get a fair amount of wear and tear in the hands of an enthusiastic painter, particularly if they are being used on location and toted around in rucksacks and bags. What is important is to have sufficient space for a basic range of colours and proper mixing areas. The traditional black metal box still takes some beating and is widely available in versions that will allow anything from twelve to forty-eight half pans, whole pans or tubes. Bearing in mind that you probably don’t need more than around sixteen colours it’s more important to find one that has a good balance between space for paint and places to mix it. Three decent sized mixing wells and perhaps a flat mixing flap are more practical than having a large selection of colours and nowhere to mix them and don’t get too excited with boxes that include brushes as they are invariably so tiny as to be fairly useless.
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Fig. 1.4 This is a Holbein folding palette. Handmade in Japan, these boxes come in various sizes and this relatively compact 4 × 8in (10 × 21cm) version has space for sixteen colours, plenty of mixing area and folds over and shuts when not in use. It’s very practical in that it’s more robust than plastic and doesn’t require such a commitment in terms of either amounts of paint or the expense of the larger top of the range handmade brass boxes. It’s also much lighter in weight than a brass box which is an important consideration if you are working for long periods on location – repetitive strain injury is not unknown if you spend hours with a heavy paint box fixed to one arm! Inevitably at some point with a steel box, corrosion will rear its head but this one has lasted around twenty years and is only just starting to get a little tatty.




Smaller half pan boxes have the advantage of being compact enough to stuff in a pocket, which is very handy when travelling light and working outside but the downside is that the pans themselves are a bit small for use with big brushes. However, many boxes, particularly those with a clip system to hold the pans, will allow you to install both half and whole pans so that the colours that are more in demand with big brushes can be larger. Having a box containing tubes rather than pans of paint may look neat and tidy but tubes take up a lot of the available space and the colour has to be squeezed out somewhere and that invariably takes up most of the remaining mixing area.
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Fig. 1.5 This is a handmade Craig Young Palette Box. Made of brass, it has divisions for the usual sixteen colours but the sections contain enough paint for days of painting and whilst the dimensions of 4 × 9.5in (10 × 24cm) and the weight mean that it’s hardly compact, it nevertheless is extremely practical for use with larger works and big brushes. It has six large mixing wells plus the flap and the thumb hole provides a means of securing it to the hand. Whether in terms of cost or in use, this box isn’t for the faint hearted but its brass construction means that it won’t rust like conventional tin boxes and should stand up to a lifetime of professional work and even be a collector’s item in years to come. Boxes like this are available in other designs and capacities from one or two sources but be warned, delivery times are long.




Pans will dry out if they’re not used for some time and even crack or shrink so that bits start dropping out, particularly as they get towards the end of their life. They are easily replaced and it’s worth doing that sooner rather than later. It’s all too easy to turn up at a painting venue and then find that the last vestiges of Burnt Umber or Cadmium Yellow have dropped out en-route and there’s also the problem that flaking paint is likely to appear as pure undiluted pigment in washes with fairly disastrous results.


One way of overcoming the limitations of a conventional black box containing tubes is to move the whole process up a gear or two and go for a palette style box that allows for paint to be squeezed out and used in the studio as well as on location. Larger versions of them definitely won’t easily fit in a pocket but they can contain sufficient paint for days away, have plenty of large mixing areas and work fine with big brushes. Plastic ones are the cheapest option but there are handmade steel and aluminium versions available at reasonable prices and the ultimate are handmade brass ones.
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Fig. 1.6 Going to the other extreme this is about as small as a sensible working box can be. This little gem holds twelve half pans and has its own water supply built in with the lid hooked on the side acting as a water reservoir. It’s equipped with a thumb ring and when closed measures only 2.5 × 3in (6 × 9cm). It’s obviously a bit short of mixing space but this one is in constant use. It’s so easy to slip in a pocket along with a retractable brush and a small watercolour pad. This one is from Winsor & Newton but other manufacturers offer what appears to be essentially the same box and there are alternative types of travel boxes.




If you do opt for this type of box or for that matter use a lot of paint in the studio with palettes, it’s more economical to buy paint in larger tubes. The ones found in off-the- shelf paint boxes are invariably 5ml but larger tubes are available containing 15/20ml – three to four times the amount of paint at roughly double the price of a small tube. Winsor & Newton even produce a limited number of colours in 37ml tubes which represent a serious saving if you use that much paint. Do be aware however that if large quantities of paint are squeezed out and only used occasionally, as with pans, it will start to dry out and break up.
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Fig. 1.7 This is a watercolour sketch of Whitby Harbour. Painted on 300gsm Waterford Not surface paper in a 19 × 28cm RKB Fatpad, using my Winsor & Newton Bottle Box illustrated in Fig. 1.6 and a size 12 Escoda retractable sable brush. No fuss, no clutter, just basic good quality kit.




Brushes


Brushes for watercolour tend to fall into two categories, those that will release their load of paint fairly quickly and those that will hold a quantity of paint but will release it in a controlled manner so that the painter can decide where the paint is going and how much. The ultimate hair for this sort of control is sable and whilst sable brushes are an expensive item, all watercolour painters should aim to have at least one or two. Sables have an extraordinary ability to hang onto a load of paint and it is this characteristic that makes them so essential for the serious painter. A good sized sable brush will ‘point’ to allow relatively fine detail yet be able to work over larger areas and will have the sort of spring that allows the painter to regulate the flow of paint by increasing or decreasing pressure.


A top quality sable will give years of service, although eventually it will lose its fine point but it then becomes ideal for areas where loose brushwork is required and I have sables like this that have been around for decades. For those on a budget something like a size 12 and perhaps a 6 or 7 for finer work is about right but prices do escalate for larger sizes. However, do be aware that buying online has made the process a lot more competitive and there are companies like Rosemary Brushes that only supply directly to the customer. Investing in a size 14 or 16 would encourage bolder work but there is a point where even bigger brushes need to be made of something that will allow more flow. This is usually provided with other animal hair brushes or synthetics or even a mix of the two.


Applying smooth big even washes requires a brush that covers the paper quickly and this is usually achieved by using brushes that are frequently known as mops or wash brushes. Arguably the best of animal hair versions are those made with squirrel which, apart from holding a large amount of paint, have a softness that helps to ensure smooth washes and will release it quickly when required onto the paper. Sizing on these brushes is different to sables which does slightly confuse things but the best thing when considering them is to either see the real thing or get hold of a catalogue that shows them life size. The two main configurations are either flat or petit gris. Flats are normally sized by their width and a typical wash brush will be somewhere between ½in and 1in wide. The petit gris round type are readily identifiable by their wired on quills round the hair which invariably comes to a decent point but with a bulky profile which allows a big paint load to be carried. They are very versatile in that they can be used for wash areas and at the same time enable the painter to get basic shapes painted in. They encourage bold and fast work and every painter will probably benefit from taking one of these on and going for it. Sizes range from around 5.5mm wide to over 20mm and whilst the larger sizes can be somewhat intimidating to use, working with one on a large sheet of paper can be liberating and certainly won’t allow you to get bogged down with too much detail. There is a downside to these brushes in that they are not generally very robust. The thin wires holding the quill break and it’s not unknown for the head of the brush to come off altogether. I’ve resorted to fishing line, superglue and sticky tape from time to time to hold things together.
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Fig. 1.8 A selection of my brushes that are in use all the time. They are from left to right – an ancient 1in squirrel flat wash brush which still produces wonderful skies and clouds, size 10 (Isabey) and size 6 (Rosemary) squirrel petit gris mops, size 20 and 12 round sables and a sable rigger (all Rosemary Brushes) and finally a size 12 Escoda retractable sable. These are all conventional in shape apart from possibly the rigger, which is ideal for producing long thin lines for mooring ropes, telegraph wires etc. but there is a variety of specialist shape brushes available designed for specific tasks.
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Fig. 1.9 My leather brush wrap which is hand made by Rosemary Brushes. This might be considered the ultimate brush wrap but similar designs can be obtained made of canvas or other materials that will cope with a collection of brushes and ensures that they travel safely. Other brush containers range from zip up cases to wooden boxes but be wary of any that allow the brushes to rattle around inside.




There are alternatives in that there are more conventionally constructed round squirrel hair brushes and bearing in mind the primary role of this sort of brush is to get paint onto paper quickly, some of the brushes that use synthetic hair are worth a second look. Early versions of synthetic brushes were cheap and cheerful and fairly hopeless but brush manufacturers have developed new materials that claim to offer the possibility of performing nearly as well as animal hair and wash brushes that combine a mix of synthetic with animal hair may well be fine for fast loose work where control is not so important. However, it follows that as the quality of synthetic brushes improves, the nearer the price gets to the real thing!


It’s important to look after your brushes. Make sure that they’re clean after every painting session and don’t leave them standing head down in the water pot which will quickly ruin them. Take care of them and they will last for a long time. If you are travelling to paint with a group or en plein air, you should find something to keep them in, either a case, box or a wrap so that they are protected from jostling around with the other contents of your bag or rucksack.


Paper


The manufacturing process of watercolour paper has been developed over hundreds of years with the object of creating a surface that will stand up to having water and paint applied to it without soaking it up like blotting paper or falling apart. In addition, it has to be acid free to ensure that with care it doesn’t eventually turn yellow or develop brown spots (known as foxing) or even disintegrate like ordinary everyday paper and in the process destroy the painting on it. There are numerous inexpensive cartridge papers and pads that claim to be able to cope with watercolour but if you’re serious about your painting you need to be investing in proper watercolour paper designed for the job. There must be many would-be watercolour painters who started with inexpensive paper to save money whilst getting the hang of it and have given up, because mastering the medium with inferior paper is just about impossible for the beginner and those of you who are learning to cope with this fantastic medium should at least invest in something decent to paint on.


As an individual painter, even as a professional, it isn’t really practical to try everything that’s on the market as painting is liable to turn into an expensive and time consuming experiment. However you should at least try some different papers until you find something that really suits your approach. As ever, the old adage of ‘you get what you pay for’ applies and the premium price papers made of 100 per cent cotton or linen rag are undoubtedly the best to work on for most watercolour painters and actually make the task of mastering the medium easier than some of the less expensive ones.


100 per cent cotton watercolour papers are usually described as either mould made or handmade. Mould made papers are manufactured with the aid of a mechanized mould process which ensures the consistency of the finished product and produces a finished paper with an ideal surface to work on and all the major watercolour paper manufacturers use this method of production to ensure that their products are consistent and reliable – in other words the paper handles and reacts to being worked on in much the same way each time you use it and production controls ensure that there are minimal variations from one batch to the next. Handmade papers however are often more unpredictable and frequently slightly challenging and are capable of beautiful results as well as the occasional disaster. Their attraction is in the variety of surface which has a less regular appearance with occasional lumps and bumps and the odd mark and there can be irregularities in the surface sizing that results in odd patches of darker colour in the finished painting. Some are better than others but inevitably with a handmade product, there can also be variations from one batch to the next.
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