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Introduction


I have always been fascinated by the forest and the many secrets that surround its ecosystem. When I was a child, the woods were always a source of escape for me. In my imagination, I liked to give it an appearance that was sometimes magical, sometimes disturbing. During family walks, I spent long hours observing all the strange little things that inhabit the forest, such as insects, mushrooms on tree stumps, or mosses that are so soft when you touch them with your fingertips. It is therefore natural that I gradually combined my vision of the forest with my artistic universe as a watercolorist.


In this book, you’ll discover how to explore the shapes and colors of the forest to inspire your work. You’ll learn how to choose the right materials; master watercolor techniques; and create floral arrangements, small forest scenes, or abstract plant motifs with fluidity and intuition, whatever your skill level.
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Tools & Materials


In this chapter, I detail all the equipment I use on a daily basis to carry out my artistic studies and imagine beautiful forest scenes. Keep in mind, however, that this is a matter of personal preference. Each artist bases their choices on what works best for them.





Choosing Your Supplies


There are a wide variety of tools on the market, with prices that vary greatly depending on your skill level. Keep in mind that the better quality of your materials, the better results you will achieve. Whether it’s the paper, paints, or brush fibers, each plays a role in the creation of your works. The ideal paper, 100% cotton, will allow the pigments to adhere well and blend well with each other. It will also have good water absorption for more uniform drying. As for the quality of the pigments, the nicer options will give your works better durability and greater color intensity. Finally, higher quality brushes will have greater water retention, and they will retain their shape better after being placed on the paper.


There are, however, some very good, affordable alternatives for complete beginners. Since you don’t have to use the exact same tools as I did to achieve the same results shown in this book, I’ll offer these options as alternatives to mine.


Also note that in the following chapters, I will no longer mention the brands I use but rather broad terms to designate them; for example: “use a fine, firm brush” or “use a soft, thick brush.” Regarding the mixtures, I will describe the colors I used without mentioning the brands. As for the paper, it will always be cotton paper. Feel free to come back here when you need help choosing your tools.






Papers & Brushes


THE DIFFERENCES IN WATERCOLOR PAPER


Composition


As I mentioned, cotton paper offers better results than other watercolor papers because it allows you to work longer in wet conditions and achieve uniform color blends. However, there is a less expensive option: cellulose paper.


Designed to withstand large quantities of water, cellulose is recommended for beginners in watercolor painting. However, the pigments adhere less to its surface due to its smooth and soft texture. The mixtures will be less fine and will dry more quickly than on cotton paper. For me, this is an important factor because I work my watercolors for a long time in the wet. I like to be able to move and readjust the pigments that I place on the paper.
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The paint blends made on cotton paper (bottom) are finer and more subtle than those on cellulose paper (top).






Weight


When painting with watercolors, it is recommended to use a specific paper designed for this medium. Its weight and highly resistant design will allows watercolor paper to withstand numerous layers of water without damaging it.


The standard thickness is around 140 lbs. (300g/m2), but this can vary. Some manufacturers offer very thick weights, over 300 lbs. (640g/m2). The higher the weight, the less the paper will curl. However, when this happens, it is more difficult to control the way the water moves and to give the desired shape to your watercolor. It is possible to paint on mixed-media paper with a low weight (70 lbs. [150g/m2]); however, the paper will deteriorate more quickly and will not support a large amount of water. I sometimes use it to practice before painting my final watercolor.


Texture


Watercolor paper has three texture levels: satin (very smooth), fine grain (lightly textured), and torchon (very textured). These vary slightly depending on the manufacturer.


I like satin paper when I want to draw and paint with transparency. It holds pigments well; however, water dries rather quickly on its surface. Blending is a little more difficult to achieve than on other textures.


The fine grain is more textured, and I particularly appreciate it for its versatility. The slower drying time allows for more work in the wet and for obtaining uniform mixtures.


Finally, the torchon grain is the one of that allows you to work the longest in wet conditions, which makes it very popular with landscape (plein air) painters.
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From left to right: torchon, fine grain, and satin papers.






NOTEBOOKS


There aren’t many 100% cotton watercolor notebooks on the market, but there are a few manufacturers I particularly appreciate for the quality of their products. I also recommend painting on fairly large formats because, this way, you’ll have more freedom and space to let your imagination run wild.
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Hahnemühle notebook, 100% cotton, A4 or A5 portrait format, 120 lbs. (250g/m2)






• Alternative 1: Etchr notebook, 100% cotton, fine grain, B5 portrait format, 105 lbs. (230g/m2)


• Alternative 2: Hahnemühle notebook, cellulose, A5 portrait format, 120 lbs. (250g/m2)


BLOCKS


Blocks are loose sheets of paper. They allow me to tackle larger and more complex projects—something I’m less likely to do in my watercolor notebooks, as they serve more as a place to explore and have fun.


With watercolor blocks, I also like being able to easily change the texture of my paper depending on the project I want to tackle. This gives the subject a completely different look. The papers below are my favorites, but the list is long, so everyone should experiment and choose what they like best.
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Hahnemühle Watercolor The Collection, 100% cotton, fine grain, 140 lbs. (300g/m2)






• Alternative 1: Dalbe, 100% cotton, fine grain or satin, 140 lbs. (300g/m2)


• Alternative 2: Moulin du Coq “Le Rouge,” 100% cellulose, fine grain, 160 lbs. (325g/m2)



BRUSHES


Having a variety of brushes will help you feel more comfortable painting patterns of varying sizes and achieving specific textures by varying their angle or shape. You will paint different subjects depending on the softness of the fibers. A firm brush will give you greater precision, while a soft brush will cover larger areas more easily due to its ability to hold water better.
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1. Flat brush: Da Vinci VARIO TIP, series 1381, size 6
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2. Round brush (firm): Dalbe, series 520R, sizes 6 and 8
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3. Round brush (soft): Léonard Fawn Bamboo, series 700RO, size 2
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4. Oval wash/cat’s tongue brush: Da Vinci CASANEO, series 898, size 12
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5. Mottler/spalter brush: Dalbe, series 555, size 50








Tip


To preserve your brushes for a long time, never leave them in a bowl of water, as this could damage their tips. After each watercolor session, take the time to rinse them thoroughly in clean water, then reform a uniform tip with your fingers. Let them dry horizontally, or upside down if you have the appropriate tool that lets them remain suspended.









Miscellaneous Supplies


I often use the following tools to preserve the white of the paper or to add white after painting.


  1. White gel ink pen: uniball™ SIGNO™


  2. White colored pencil: Faber-Castell Polychromos


  3. Painter’s tape: Nippon Gold Tape


  4. White gouache: Winsor & Newton Designers Gouache


  5. Masking fluid: Winsor & Newton
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To create white, I prefer white pens because they allow me to give small light effects. Painter’s tape, on the other hand, is mainly used to limit or border an area that you do not want to paint on; for example, to create a clean frame for your watercolor.


Once you have chosen and gathered your different tools, equip yourself with a bowl of water and a cloth.





Watercolors


When purchased, watercolors come in two forms: liquid and solid. The former is packaged in tubes, the latter in small containers, called pans.


For my daily use, I prefer tubes because, this way, I can independently refill the ones that empty more quickly. Compared to pans, tubes are also more economical. Another important point: The palette I use is specifically designed for liquid paints. I really like its wide wells that allow me to mix many colors.
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A good palette has large wells for you to mix colors together.






Here’s a look at the colors I selected to fill my watercolor palette.
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  1. Permanent White gouache (Winsor & Newton)


  2. Buff Titanium (Daniel Smith)


  3. Indian Yellow (Daniel Smith)


  4. Quinacridone Gold (Daniel Smith)


  5. Yellow Ochre (Winsor & Newton)


  6. Burgundy Red Ochre (Daniel Smith)


  7. Permanent Brown (Daniel Smith)


  8. Enviro-Friendly Brown Iron Oxide (Daniel Smith)


  9. Sepia (Daniel Smith)


10. Caput Mortuum (Winsor & Newton)


11. Alizarin Crimson (Daniel Smith)


12. Permanent Rose (Winsor & Newton)


13. Pyrrole Orange (Daniel Smith)


14. Cobalt Green (Daniel Smith)


15. Sap Green (Daniel Smith)


16. Cobalt Green Dark (Schmincke)


17. Phthalo Green (Blue Shade) (Daniel Smith)


18. Cobalt Turquoise Light (Winsor & Newton)


19. Lunar Blue (Daniel Smith)


20. Tundra Blue (Schmincke)


21. Prussian Blue (Dalbe)


22. Dark Ultramarine Blue (Dalbe)


23. Payne’s Gray (Dalbe)


24. Shadow Violet (Daniel Smith)


25. Lamp Black (Daniel Smith)


26. Mars Black (Winsor & Newton)




Note


Winsor & Newton white gouache can be very useful if you need more opacity in your colors or simply to make them very pale.





Generally speaking, you’ll find more or less the same colors in palettes already prefilled by watercolor manufacturers. They’re also a great alternative for beginners or those on a budget. Some of them have specific features, particularly in terms of granulation, which cannot be reproduced by mixing with traditional colors.


[image: ]



  1. Tundra blue with granulation.


  2. Prussian blue without granulation.


Pigment granulation occurs when certain pigments disperse unevenly in water, creating unique textures. If the pigments dry on a rough surface, such as torchon watercolor paper, it will be even more pronounced. Granulation is particularly useful if you want to represent natural materials like rock, wood, or even earth. I invite you to create these types of textures using the processes starting here.


Some pigments granulate more than others, so it’s important to know their properties to create specific effects. For example, because of its coarser particles, black iron oxide granulates more than ultramarine blue. You’ll find the latter in prefilled palettes because its versatility makes it very popular with artists.
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A black iron oxide (left) granulates more than ultramarine blue (right).








The Color Index


All color pigments have a unique code, established by the Color Index, which provides, among other things, the characteristics of a color, such as its chemical or mineral nature. This list is useful to artists because it allows them to better understand colors and anticipate how they will react on paper.


A color’s code will also help identify it with a manufacturer, especially if they have chosen a different name for the same configuration, and will help you determine its composition. For example, at Daniel Smith, the color Lunar Black is composed of the pigment PBk 11, a black iron oxide that is found under the name Mars Black at Winsor & Newton.





For my mixing experiments, I chose to integrate into my palette some colors that granulate, allowing me to create the effect of rock and other natural textures. For example, browns, reds, and oranges will be ideal for representing different soils or barks; a black will naturally give relief to the rock; while greens and blues will bring depth to mosses and the various plants of the forest.
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