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INTRODUCTION



I discovered watercolor painting at the end of 2017, and it was a revelation to me.


From realism to abstract, I’m constantly amazed by the infinite possibilities offered by this medium.


I let myself be carried away by the colors, the mixtures, and the unpredictable combinations. While the water guides me on my journey, I also guide it. I play with textures and blends. In short, as you’ll no doubt have gathered by now, I never tire of working with watercolors and it’s a source of great delight.


Every day, I discover talented artists on Instagram who transport me to new and unique worlds, while also reminding me how fascinating this medium is. I had the great pleasure of interviewing some of them about their creative processes while writing this book.


Through the 32 lessons presented in this book, I hope to share my passion for watercolors with you, as well as all the benefits they bring to my daily life. I hope you experience the pleasure of creating without pressure or constraint. I hope you explore and experiment to better understand yourself, your artwork, and your artistic preferences.


Finally, I also hope to introduce you to the many different ways of approaching this medium, which has only you and your creative spirit as its master.





PART 1





GETTING STARTED



Selecting the tools that will support your watercolor painting is an essential step.


When I first started, I remember feeling both intimidated and fascinated by the huge array of products in art supply stores. The many different types of paper and brushes, and the wide range of colors offered by each brand, gave me a feeling I won’t forget.


Although I already know my preferences, your choice of tools will depend on your tastes and artistic habits.


As a beginning point, we’ll look at how to use the different tools you can find in specialized stores, and then how to put together a kit to help you get started with watercolors.
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LESSON
1



CHOOSING


YOUR EQUIPMENT


THIS IS THE FIRST LESSON ON YOUR ARTISTIC JOURNEY. PUTTING TOGETHER A KIT SUITABLE FOR A BEGINNER WILL HELP YOU GAIN CONFIDENCE AS YOU TAKE YOUR FIRST STEPS WITH THIS MEDIUM.
AS YOU EXPERIMENT, YOU’LL FINE-TUNE YOUR CHOICE OF TOOLS AND ADAPT THEM TO YOUR NEEDS.


The essentials


There are a few tools that are essential for working with this medium.


• Brushes specifically designed for watercolors, which have the ability to absorb water thanks to their fibers and bristles. I recommend buying four brushes: two soft, round brushes in small and medium sizes to vary the shape of your brush strokes; a finer, stiffer brush for more precise strokes; and a flat brush, which is very useful for depositing a large amount of water or paint in one place on your painting


• 300 gsm watercolor paper is specifically designed to handle more than one application of water. The two most well-known ranges are:


— Cellulose, an entry-level paper that’s very good for beginners, as it’s not very expensive. I still use it to this day for experimenting and practicing.


— Cotton paper, which is more expensive because it’s of much higher quality. It allows for better watercolor blending and results.
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To get started with watercolors, you’ll need three essential tools.





• A palette of fine or extra fine watercolors containing at least 12 pans for experimenting with different blends. Fine watercolor paint has a lower concentration of pigments, but still gives beautiful results and is ideal for beginners, as it has a much more affordable price.


• A water bowl, as this is one of the most essential ingredients in watercolor painting.


• A cloth, to absorb excess water from the brush.



Properties of watercolor paints


The labels on your watercolor tubes or pans contain small pictograms providing information about the paint’s various properties. These symbols will differ slightly from brand to brand, but they all represent the same things.
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• Opaqueness and transparency


Four different squares indicate the transparency level of each color, and therefore its covering power. The different levels are indicated by the following symbols:
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• Color permanence (AA, A, and B)


“AA” means that the colors will retain their intensity over many years, whereas the letter B indicates less permanence, and the letter A is in-between.


• Series


The series number on your tube or pan, sometimes represented by the letter S, is followed by a number from 1 to 5. It refers to the price of the pigment used to make the color.


For example, S5 represents a very expensive pigment and S1 a less expensive pigment. As a result, the price of your tube or pan will vary primarily based on this information.
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• Lightfastness


The stars [image: image] the +++ or the indication “ll” or “l”, depending on the brand, determine your watercolor’s level of lightfastness (its resistance to fading) over time. For example, one star indicates low light-fastness, while three stars means very high light-fastness.


• Staining properties


This measures the color’s adhesion to the paper. Colors labeled “ST” (meaning “staining”) will not move or will move very little once placed on the paper.


• Pigment


The name of the pigment(s) used to create the color is shown on the various containers. For example, the pigment PR122, which is shown here, is listed as a quinacridone pink/magenta in the Color Index (classifying the various pigments). With Sennelier paints, this is the color “Helios Purple,” with manufacturer’s reference number 671. In PR122, the “P” stands for pigment, the “R” for red and 122 for the color shade. This color classification is universal and is also used for other mediums, such as gouache, acrylic, oil, pastels, and colored pencils.


• Manufacturer’s reference number


Each manufacturer assigns a code to their color, making it easier for painters to find it in their product range.


• Granulation


Some watercolor containers are marked with a “G” to indicate granular paint (see lesson 2).


• Fine or extra-fine


The main difference between extra-fine and fine watercolors is the quality and quantity of pigments contained in them. Extra-fine watercolors will give a better finish and will last longer over time. The quality of the binders can also vary between these two ranges. Binders are used to bind the pigments together and give the paint good consistency. For example, extra-fine watercolors most often contain gum arabic, while fine watercolors more commonly contain dextrin, a less expensive binder.


For a better understanding of how watercolors are made, I encourage you to read Valentine and Florence’s story here. They are the creators of Les Couleurs VF, a brand that specializes in handmade watercolors.
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Different types of containers


You can buy watercolors in two types of packaging: tubes and pans. Depending on how you want to use them, you may prefer one or the other.


Tubes


Some artists prefer to put the paint directly onto their palette, as this results in a more concentrated pigment and more generous quantity. The paint, therefore, is creamy, making it possible to work on larger formats without needing to reactivate it with water.


For my painting, I use a handmade ceramic palette made by Sarah Diane (Sylvan Clayworks). I like to use it in conjunction with tubes of color that I don’t have in my palette, or that don’t reactivate well from the dry pan form. Sometimes, I just like to expand the mixing areas to explore more color combinations, as the four wells in my metal box are not big enough. I urge you to read Sarah Diane’s story (see here) about designing handmade ceramic palettes for artists.
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Ceramic palette made by Sarah Diane.





You can also fill your pans with paint from tubes. For example, if you use one particular color a lot, it may be a good idea to buy it in a tube so you can better predict when your pan will run out and manage your paint inventory. In addition, tubes are generally more economical in terms of price per fluid ounce. For example, a 0.5 fl. oz. tube will fill about six half-pans. On a final note, I find tubes much easier to organize than pans, which is a big plus for me on a day-to-day basis, as I know at a glance exactly what I have.
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Here is an example of the setup behind me when I’m sitting at my desk painting (you’ll notice my little color collection in the corner).





Pans


Watercolor pans come in solid form in small plastic containers. Pans are easier to carry around and are very popular with outdoor painters (see Sarah Van der Linden’s account of her nomadic style of watercolor painting, here).


However, the paint needs to be reactivated with a little water before use, particularly in the case of handmade watercolors.
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Handmade watercolors made by Les Couleurs VF.





Ready-to-use palettes provide a good base for getting started with watercolors. They contain a variety of colors, carefully selected by the brands, allowing you to explore a variety of different blends (see lesson 4).
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Brushes


There are brushes of various shapes and sizes on the market, made either of natural hair or synthetic fibers. This allows us to vary the visual effects we can achieve in our paintings.
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A selection of round brushes





Natural hair


The most common natural hair used for watercolor brushes is sable and squirrel.


The squirrel-hair brushes are cheaper than sable-hair brushes. They are very supple and retain water well. They allow you to create large, natural shapes. However, they can be difficult to handle for beginners, as their lack of stiffness can sometimes be unsettling.


Sable brushes are the ultimate in quality brushes. They are well-balanced between suppleness and stiffness. Sable hair retains water well and regains its shape after passing over the paper, so it’s easier to be precise with these brushes.


Synthetic fibers


The range of synthetic fiber brushes is very wide. Some fibers are very stiff and produce a fine and precise result. Others are softer and designed to imitate natural hair. In general, synthetic fibers tend to wear out faster, but are less expensive than natural fibers.


Brushes made from a mix of natural and synthetic fibers offer a good balance between price and quality. For beginners, I recommend using synthetic fiber brushes that are imitation squirrel hair, as they’re less expensive and excellent for painting all kinds of motifs, given they’re a bit stiffer than natural-hair brushes.


Special shapes


There are many different shaped brushes on the market. It’s worthwhile daring to vary your brush shape, particularly for landscapes, in order to add texture to your paintings. For example, a small, flat, tapered brush is a great choice for creating the effect of grass, animal hair, etc.


I advise you to buy at least one flat brush, about 0.8” wide, which is very useful for covering large areas with water or paint. You should also have three round brushes made of synthetic fibers: a small, precise brush; a large, soft brush; and a third, stiffer brush for more precise brushstrokes.


For my artwork, I use round brushes most of the time. I occasionally use flat brushes to cover large areas.
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Please note Selecting your brushes is a very personal choice. Apart from your budget and artistic style, you will find differences in the way you feel when handling them. Your preferences may change as you gain more experience.
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Brush maintenance


To make your brushes last as long as possible, I suggest rinsing them with clean water after each use and reshaping their tips. I usually dry my brushes vertically and head down, and then store them in my brush jar when they are dry. Take care never to leave your brush in the water pot, as this can distort the tip. Also, be aware that there are special soaps available designed to care for your brushes.


Paper


There are several papers that can be used for watercolor painting. Here’s a short introduction to the two most common types.


Cellulose paper


This type of inexpensive paper allows you to explore all the different ways watercolors can be used. However, it has a smoother surface than cotton paper, which may hinder proper pigment adhesion. As a result, little halos are often formed due to irregular drying, and transparency is more difficult to achieve. Cellulose paper also dries faster than cotton paper. Blending (see lesson 5) is good, but not as high-quality as on cotton paper.


In my early days, I experimented a lot with watercolors on Hahnemühle’s “Le Rouge” watercolor paper from their Moulin du Coq range, in 325 gsm fine grain. I was learning the skills and the low cost of the paper allowed me to try many different subjects. Now that I’m more comfortable with the medium, I prefer to paint on cotton paper, but I keep some cellulose paper on hand for further research and experimentation.
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Watercolor painted on cotton paper





Cotton paper


More expensive but also higher quality than cellulose paper, it allows for excellent color blending and better contrasts. Because of its rougher surface, the paint adheres more easily and retains its color better. Water evaporates more slowly, enabling you to spend more time working wet-on-wet. As I grew in skill and confidence, I gradually replaced cellulose paper with cotton paper. Depending on the type of watercolor design I want to paint, I will use different types of cotton paper. Sometimes, I prefer to work with very textured, handmade papers to play with granulation (see lesson 2), other times I prefer a smoother finish, when painting portraits, for example (see lesson 26). More than anything, it’s a matter of taste.
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Watercolor painted on cellulose paper
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On cellulose paper, we can see where the paint has dried a little unevenly and the blending isn’t as good.
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On cotton paper, the colors are perfectly blended.






Different grains


As well as the type of paper, its grain should also be considered. There are three kinds, which are more or less textured, depending on the brand.


• Satin finish is very smooth in appearance and water is absorbed more quickly.


• The torchon grain, also called “rough,” is very textured and the watercolors dry slowly. It’s therefore best-suited for working for long periods wet-on-wet.


• Fine grain is in-between torchon grain and satin finish. It’s a popular choice of paper because it’s so versatile. It dries faster than torchon grain, but slower than satin finish.


Fine grain paper in 300 gsm is a good one to start with because of its versatility. It also allows you to get used to the special textural aspect of the paper. This grain is still my favorite, but you can gradually explore using watercolors on more textured papers, in order to try different granulation effects (see lesson 2). The most textured paper I’ve tried so far is Shizen Paper. It dries very slowly, so it makes blending much easier (see lesson 5).


The thicker the paper, the less it distorts when in contact with water. For this reason, I recommended that you paint on watercolor paper of about 300 gsm, which greatly reduces this distortion. The highest weight I’ve seen is 850 gsm. However, there are watercolor notebooks with a weight of less than 300 gsm (230 gsm), which are quite water resistant, but tend to curl. To avoid this drawback, you can fasten the pages together with a clip. It’s also possible to fix the sheet on your workbench by putting masking tape on all four sides to hold it in place, particularly if it gets very wet.
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Below is the Moonglow color by Daniel Smith, which has a granulation effect and allows us to get a better idea of the different types of paper grain. The three papers shown are from Hahnemühle’s Watercolor range in 300 gsm. From left to right: satin finish, fine grain, torchon grain.






Masking


When using watercolors, different tools will allow you to preserve the whiteness of your paper, which is particularly useful when painting landscapes. It also allows you to, for example, have lighter elements against a dark background.


Masking fluid


This is a liquid gum that becomes rubbery when it dries, allowing you to paint over it. When the paint is dry, the fluid can be removed with an eraser or your fingertip, by rubbing it gently. Once removed, the white part of your paper is visible.


Masking fluid is particularly useful for creating small shapes on watercolor paper using a clean brush. It’s best to use a lower quality brush, as the fluid tends to damage the bristles.
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Once your painting is dry, remove the masking fluid to reveal the blank areas on the paper.





Masking tape


Masking tape is the same as that used when painting your home. It prevents paint from adhering to the area on which it’s placed.


Unlike masking fluid, tape can’t be used to create small, precise shapes, so it’s more useful as a framing tool; for example, marking out the area where you want to do your watercolor painting.
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GIVE IT A TRY


Browse around an art supply store to familiarize yourself with the different products available and put together a basic kit that will enable you to start painting.


Watercolor paints


Get yourself a palette with about 12 different colors. Go for fine watercolors that provide good pigmentation without being too expensive. This type of palette is very easy to use.


Brushes


Choose two round brushes, the first one thin and precise, the second one thicker and more supple for larger, more variable shapes. Round brushes are very versatile and will allow you to paint a lot of different shapes. Supplement as needed with a flat brush and one that’s stiffer.
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