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Introduction


Watercolour is the kindest art form I’ve ever come across. It welcomes you in with the simple requirement of a few art supplies and shows you amazing things almost immediately. It’s relaxing in its process and breathtaking in its results. I’m so glad you’ve decided to try it.


For those of you right at the start of your watercolour journey, the sight of a long kit list could put you off before you’ve even started. That’s why in the opening pages of this book I’ve stripped back our watercolour kit to the bare essentials so we can focus on simply learning to paint; consider it a first date with watercolour. Once you’ve got the basics and are excited to proceed, here you will find a fully comprehensive art supplies list that will open up an amazing range of materials to try.


Each page guides you through the process of watercolour with key techniques disguised as fun illustration projects. I’ve taken inspiration from a wide range of topics: flowers, fruit, trees, buildings, birds and much more. Get ready to fill pages with both lovely artworks and mindless scribbles while equipping yourself with a plethora of skills. Those skills can then be applied to the more detailed tutorials and inspiration pages that come later in the book.


Watercolour isn’t all about proficiently following tutorials; it’s also about joy, risk taking and a huge sense of satisfaction and surprise! This book will awaken your artistic confidence with prompts and little challenges in addition to the step-by-step guides. Making more of your own choices and additions to each piece will help you find your unique watercolour style, ready to paint your own pieces by the end of this book.


You will be able to paint with watercolour by the end of this book, and whatever road you take in terms of style, scale and subject matter, consider this the trusty map in your pocket that guides you down many creative paths.


[image: illustration]





How to Use This Book


I’m a self-taught artist who has painted nearly every day in my creative career. The techniques I’ve described in this book are tried and tested but they are not the only way to do things. Other artists and teachers have different approaches, but I’d like to think there is no wrong answer when the ultimate goal is creative curiosity.


This book is for beginners as well as intermediate artists who want to shore up their skills and get inspired. Alongside all the learning I hope you will enjoy the therapeutic qualities of painting watercolours and finish each session feeling both relaxed and also excited to turn to the next skill.
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Essentials: The first half of the book covers the essentials, with a limited kit list and tutorials based around the fundamentals of watercolour. The second half of the book goes into more depth about every aspect of watercolour painting, and we end with a springboard of inspirational pages for painting beyond this book.
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Tutorials: This book has detailed step-by-step tutorials showing you exactly what colours and brushes to use, alongside sections with looser inspirational guidelines, encouraging you to forge your own creative path. I have found that a combination of the two approaches is the best way to improve both technical skills and creative confidence.
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Colour swatches: There is a full colour palette for you to refer to on the back flap of the book, and each tutorial also features colour swatches of the mixes I’m using. That being said, we all have different colours in our palette. Feel free to incorporate your own shades, similar or otherwise, using the swatches as a guide.
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Slip-ups: In striving to get things right first time it’s easy to skip valuable lessons we can learn from trial and error. We make discoveries through getting things wrong – I have enough practice pages to fill another book! Congratulate yourself every time something goes a bit wobbly, and remember that you’ve banked up a bit more watercolour knowledge for next time.







[image: illustration]


Prompts: Once you’re pleased with your tutorial paintings, the best thing you can do is try your own variations on the theme. Don’t worry, I’m not deserting you – there are suggestions and prompts throughout the book for how you can develop the tutorials and make them your own.


But for now, grab your paints, and let’s get started!








Essential Materials


As you progress through the book there will be scope to experiment with a broader palette of colour, brushes and other watercolour materials but for now we’re keeping it really simple with a small handful of pointed round brushes and the primary colours.


Colours


You can use tubes or pans of paint. I’ve always preferred tubes so I can squeeze some paint onto a palette and have as much space as I need to wake up and mix the colour. A common mistake by beginners is to buy the cheaper student-quality paints. I recommend buying the best you can afford; the higher-quality paint will last longer and your paintings will have a beautiful vibrancy. I love Daniel Smith, Winsor & Newton and Daler Rowney.


There are many different shades of red, yellow and blue, which means you could mix a variety of colours beyond what my chosen three will do. Our primary colours for this part of the book are Alizarin Crimson, Cadmium-Free Yellow and French Ultramarine. Where I have capitalised Red, Yellow and Blue in the book, I am referring to these specific primary colours.
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Brushes


I began with Pro Arte series 60 synthetic pointed round brushes and I still prefer them over the many different types I’ve experimented with over the years.
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Anatomy of a brush: Watercolour brushes are made up of a handle, metal ferrule and bristles. Bristles can be formed of animal hair or can be a synthetic version that mimics it. Animal-hair brushes hold more water, and synthetic brushes are cheaper, are cruelty-free and have more stiffness (otherwise known as ‘snap’), which is great for detail painting.



Paper



All the book’s projects are done on cold-pressed (also called NOT) watercolour paper. It’s hard to improve your painting when using cheap, thin paper as the results are often disappointing. If you were to invest a little bit more in either paints, brushes or paper, I’d say spend the extra on paper and don’t be afraid to use it! Look for 300gsm thickness and cotton content. My favourite affordable brands are Frisk and Daler-Rowney’s The Langton Prestige.


Water jar


Any lowball glass (short tumbler), mug or Tupperware will do as long as its sides aren’t too high. I prefer a clear vessel so I can see when to replenish the water. Painting with swamp water will inevitably affect the colours on your page. I work with two jars of water: one to clean off the brush and the other to dip the newly clean brush into.


Paper towel


Use this to blot and thoroughly clean your brush.


Pencil and erasers


Equip yourself with an HB pencil for sketching, a soft eraser for fading pencil lines before painting and a hard eraser for removing any remaining visible lines after painting. I have shaped my soft eraser into a cylinder so I can roll it over pencil lines. This is the best way to fade the pencil and leave no residue from the eraser.
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Palette


You will also need a palette; a ceramic plate will be just fine. If you are working with plenty of wet colour, it is wise to buy a palette with wells that compartmentalize the paint. You can buy plastic, ceramic and enamel metal palettes. Ceramic is best for mixing watercolours (hence why I often end up using a plate).


The Loxley folding plastic palette is the best-sized palette I’ve found for holding plenty of colours with lots of space for mixing. If I could get an equivalent in ceramic, that would be the ultimate palette! To prep the plastic I scrubbed it with wire wool to rough up the surfaces.




You will need


Colours


Alizarin Crimson (Red)


Cadmium-Free Yellow (Yellow)


French Ultramarine (Blue)


Brushes


Pointed round sizes 8, 4, 0


Other equipment


Cold-pressed 300gsm cotton


paper


Water jar


Paper towel


HB pencil


Soft eraser


Hard eraser








How Much Water?


Water is the vehicle for the colour; how much or how little we use makes all the difference to your painting. You should aim for a smooth, seamless finish when it comes to watercolour washes and blended colours. However, ‘mistakes’ with water can lead to quirky effects like dry brushing and ‘blooms’ – it’s worth remembering them for later on in the book alongside all the ‘good’ techniques!


HOW TO PAINT WITH THE RIGHT AMOUNT OF WATER


Always work with a wet brush


Wet bristles allow the paint to flow like a felt-tip pen. Even when painting concentrated colours and tiny dry details you will want your brush to be damp at least. Before painting, swirl your brush around in your jar of water and pull it up against the rim to squeeze out the excess water. This helps you avoid unexpected drops of water racing down the bristles and blooming out into the paint.


Prepare your colours first


Make space in your palette and pre-mix your colours to the desired consistency. The paint consistency chart is a great way to get a feel for how your paint will behave.


Control


A pool of watery paint in your palette doesn’t mean you have to create puddles on the page. It’s all about how much liquid you load onto the brush in the palette. A simple way to control this, once you’ve swept the brush back and forth in the palette liquid, is to hold it aloft, bristles down, and see if a water droplet forms at the tip. If it does, lightly dab it off on the edge of the palette and you’ll have a more manageable amount of liquid to paint with.


Timing


Your wet page will slowly start to dry, so the blend will be dependent on how long you leave it before adding your second colour. With all colours ready prepared in the palette, you can be in charge of the pace of the painting. (Extremely hot and dry or cold and wet climates will affect the paint drying speed.)
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Water jars
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Wet-on-wet flowers






Two clusters of circles



[image: illustration]


The first cluster shows a smooth, even blend between the shapes regardless of the paint consistency.


Wet on wet


When introducing more paint into a wet painting, the smoothest results are achieved by matching the wetness on the paper to the wetness you’re about to add with your next brushstroke.


This second cluster of circles shows the following:


Blooms: Instead of matching the wetness of the already painted circle, too much water was added, so that it rushed into the painted circle and disrupted the colour.


Dry brushing: There was not enough water on the brush or in the paint mix to create a smooth flow.


Hard edges: Too much time had passed between painting the circle outline and filling it in, leaving a hard edge.


NOW TRY


Paint a circle of French Ultramarine with your size 4 brush and quickly fill it in. From there, experiment with adding overlapping circles in different paint consistencies but try to keep the blend even by matching the wetness of liquid each time. Eventually your circles will dry – see how many you can paint and blend before they do. As your confidence builds, so will your speed.


GO WRONG!


Try a cluster of circles with as many mistakes as possible – paint a circle with no water; paint one with way too much water; go fast and slow… You’ll soon start to find your happy medium.





How Much Paint?


Watercolour paint looks dark and intense in the palette; it needs to be woken up with water to release the vibrant colour. I often compare watercolour paint to food colouring – you need only the tiniest amount of this deeply concentrated pigment. The water is the vehicle for it to transform in the palette and on the page.


Watercolourist Joseph Zbukvic compares paint consistency to familiar liquids like tea and milk. I have a lot of milk in my hot beverages so I’ve tweaked his comparisons a little to herbal tea and black coffee. I’ve given a ratio of paint to water (e.g. 90/10), though it’s more of a guide to give you a ‘feel’ when mixing in your palette.


NOW TRY


Wake up Alizarin Crimson in your palette and have a go at mixing these consistencies. (If you’re using tubes of paint you will be able to paint ‘butter’ without any water.) You’ve already seen in ‘How Much Water?’ how to transfer only what you need onto your page. First paint the swatches on a dry page.




Prompt


The paint consistency also determines how it behaves and travels on a wet page. Thoroughly clean your size 8 brush and wet a section of the page. Now try these colours again on the wet page. We will revisit painting onto wet paper with more nuance throughout the book.





Throughout the book I describe paint in tea and coffee terms but I will also use words like ‘dilute’, ‘transparent’ and ‘wash’ which are akin to the tea end of the scale and words like ‘concentrated’, ‘dark’ and ‘detail’ that require cream- and butter-like consistencies.
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How to Paint


This is your chance to paint freely with no end goal other than to fill every corner of the page! This is the warm-up where we will come across some basic techniques and see what these pointed round brushes can do.


Don’t forget to keep your brush damp at all times and refresh your water jar regularly. Choose either red or blue (yellow is not as easily visible) and let’s go.
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