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Introduction



I have loved watercolors for a long time. After moving past poster paint and finger paint, watercolors were the first proper paint I used as a child. They are at once so accessible yet contain such depths and complexities that I am still learning. As much as I love to paint with watercolors, I possibly love teaching other people to paint with them even more! Seeing the transformation in a person who thought they weren’t creative or artistic suddenly find joy in the application of paint and the swirling of colors is just magical. Seeing people who lack confidence in their creative abilities create paintings they are truly proud of is so special. My painting projects are designed to be accessible to all. No one is too much of a beginner to pick up a brush and start painting with the help of my book. They are perfect for people who haven’t painted since they were a child; people who used to paint but have lost confidence; people who want to paint with their friends, their family, their kids. If you want to unwind and enjoy some time painting, this book is for you.


I wrote this book during the 2020 global pandemic. I have always known how soothing and calming painting with watercolors was for me and others, but this year I truly saw the impact it could have. People turned to painting to distract themselves, to occupy themselves, to calm and restore themselves, and to give themselves a mindful moment away from their worries. In this book, I hope to build on my first book, The Joy of Watercolor, and focus on technique in more depth, helping you to build confidence and skills and find even more joy in painting with watercolors.






Developing Creative Confidence



I often find that people are waiting for permission to paint. They might say, “I would love to paint if I had the time,” or “if I had the space,” but usually it’s fear holding people back. The fear that the painting might not be good and will be a waste of time and paper, the fear that painting is self-indulgent and there are so many more useful things we could be doing with our time, the fear that we won’t be good immediately and will make fools of ourselves. If you are looking for permission to paint, this is it. Whether you are a busy person looking for a creative hobby or perhaps a creative professional looking to learn new skills, give yourself permission to spend time creating. It’s never a waste of time or paper. Of course, you’ll make mistakes; that’s normal. Even I make mistakes. I spend time testing techniques and colors, planning compositions, and painting mini-versions of the projects in this book before creating the final pieces. Painting with watercolors is not about perfection; it’s about enjoying the process, learning by doing, and going with the flow.


Finding Your Style


If you’ve been painting for a little while, you might be thinking about finding your own style. How do you find your style, and how do you know if you found it? I think everybody has an innate style, the way everybody has handwriting unique to them. Your handwriting might change slightly over the years, but there is probably something intrinsically you about it that remains. I think painting and drawing are the same; the quality of your line will be unique to you. When I’m teaching students, everybody will be painting the same subject using the same materials, yet every person’s painting will be different. The way you put a pencil or paintbrush to paper is inherently unique to you. However, there are things you can do to help that natural style emerge.


I encourage you to make these projects your own. I love seeing how people adapt my projects, trying different background colors or compositions. Learn the techniques and skills from my lessons, but don’t be afraid to add your own twist. For some people, the aim is to be able to move onto painting their own subjects and compositions, and adapting the existing projects in this book is a good stepping-stone to start doing that. If you’re serious about refining your work and finding your style, the most important thing is lots of practice. As well as spending time completing projects from this book, draw and paint subjects from life, and draw and paint subjects from your imagination. The more painting you do, the better; follow your natural instincts and paint things you are naturally drawn to. Don’t worry about needing to find your style instantly; it will develop slowly over time with the more painting you do. Even as an established artist who has been working professionally for 10 years, I still find my style develops and changes as my skills improve, as I try new materials, or as I become influenced by new sources of inspiration. It’s a constant evolution, so enjoy the journey.


Finding Inspiration


Finding inspiration goes hand in hand with finding your own style. Finding a broad range of influences that reflect your passions and interests will help inform your style and make it unique to you. Some of my influences include midcentury illustration, vintage textile design, the work of Matisse, and old photos and postcards. The things I find that inspire my work the most are travel, people watching, museums and galleries, antiques and vintage shops, and nature. Of course, the things that interest and inspire you are likely to be completely different. I try not to be too influenced by contemporary illustrators. If I’m feeling in need of inspiration, I find it’s always better to go for a walk in the park, visit an exhibition, or browse my old vacation photos rather than go straight to Instagram and Pinterest. It’s good to get in the habit of collecting inspiration when you are out and about so you have it in hand when you’re ready to start painting. This could be doing quick sketches, making notes in a notebook, or taking a photo of something.


Finding new sources of inspiration often goes along with a new development in style. I had a big breakthrough in painting landscapes as a result of painting on location while on vacation in Tuscany a few years ago. You never know what is going to inspire you. It could be something big like international travel; it could be something tiny like spotting a pleasing color combination when you’re out for a walk. The main thing is to always be open to new sources of inspiration. When you look at the world with the eyes of an artist, you will find inspiration everywhere.















Materials



Paint


Watercolor paints come in several forms. The most common are pans of solid paint and tubes of viscous squeezable paint. You can also buy watercolors in bottles of highly pigmented liquid, which are less common. Watercolors normally come in two quality grades—student quality or artist quality. You can also buy children’s paints from dollar stores or craft shops, but I really wouldn’t recommend using those. You will not get the results you were hoping for, and they will be frustrating to use. A good way to tell if a pan of paint is of good quality is to see if the pan of paint looks darkly pigmented and glossy or if it looks pale and chalky. If the paint has a pale, chalky surface, it likely will be of poor quality. Good-quality watercolors should look dark in the pan because they are packed with pigment and should have a subtle gloss or sheen to them.
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If you are picking up watercolors for the first time, it might be a good idea to start with a student set—for example, from Winsor & Newton. The paints will be of good quality and the set will be affordable. If you’ve already been painting for a little while, why not treat yourself to an artist-quality set. There is an increase in price, but there’s also a big increase in quality, and if you’ve already been painting for some time, you will definitely notice that increase in quality. I personally recommend Winsor & Newton because they have a good-quality student and artist range and are widely available around the world. Another brand that I love using is the German brand Schmincke. Other great watercolor brands include Daniel Smith, Sennelier, or Royal Talens.
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STUDENT-QUALITY VERSUS ARTIST-QUALITY PAINT


I usually advise that when people first start using watercolors they buy a good-quality student set. The Cotman range from Winsor & Newton is very good, and this is the set I teach with in my watercolor classes. However, after you’ve been painting for a little while, it could be time to invest in an artist-quality set. I say “invest” because there is a significant price increase but also significant improvement in the quality. There are many benefits to using artist-quality watercolors. The colors themselves are more vibrant and more densely pigmented, meaning that a little bit goes a long way, which can help balance the increased cost. With the student-quality paints, there is more binder and less pigment. Artist-quality paints are often so densely pigmented that it can be difficult to tell the dark colors apart, with Black, Sepia, and Payne’s Gray looking very similar in the pan although completely different on paper. With a student set, you’ll need to work a wet brush across the pan of paint several times to pick up a significant amount of color, whereas with an artist set, it should be much easier to swipe a damp brush across the pan and pick up plenty of color.


Another advantage of artist-quality paint is the longevity. A painting created with artist-quality watercolors is much more resistant to fading in direct sunlight than one painted with student-quality paints. Artist watercolors should also have excellent clarity, which means they are very transparent and dilute very well. They should have a real vibrancy when combined with good-quality watercolor paper.


Artist-quality paints are often made with expensive natural pigments, which is why different colors can vary in price across the same brand. With a student range, expensive pigments will often be replaced with a synthetic version, which is why you often find the word hue at the end of the paint name. This makes the paints easier to mass-produce, and they can be priced more consistently. The single-pigment artist-quality paints produce dazzling results on their own and mix beautifully. Some people find that mixing student-quality paints produces “muddy” results. Personally, I haven’t experienced this, but I only use a small range of primary and earth tones when color mixing, which tends to give good results.
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Overall, a set of artist-quality watercolors is an excellent investment and will bring you much joy. My personal favorites are Winsor & Newton artist range, which I use in this book, and Schmincke Horadam.


ADVANTAGES OF TUBES VERSUS PANS


There are pros and cons to using tubes of paint and pans of paint. Pans are solid dried paint in little plastic pans. Most commonly, they come in half pans, but larger full pans are available, too. Tubes of paint come in metal tubes, and the paint has a viscous quality and must be diluted before use. I would personally recommend that a beginner starts with pans of paint, and they are what I use most often. Pans of paint make it very easy to get started. You just open the box, wet your brush, and begin painting. You don’t need to unscrew lids and squeeze paint out onto a palette. Pans of paint are convenient for the occasional painter; they can be left unused for years, and the paints will still be perfectly good. If you’re not painting regularly, tubes of paint can easily dry out and become unusable. Pans of paint are also more convenient for painting on location because they are dry and are stored neatly in a box. You don’t need to worry about losing the lid or not being able to get the lid off.


The main advantage of tubes is being able to squeeze out as much paint as you need, which makes them perfect for painting large areas. If you enjoy working on a large scale or using very large brushes, tubes of paint will be more convenient. In terms of quality, there shouldn’t be a difference between a tube of paint and a pan of paint from the same range in the same color.



CHOOSING YOUR COLORS
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The natural place to begin when choosing your colors as a beginner is a preselected set of paints. These can range in size from 10 colors to 30 or even more! I would recommend that a beginner doesn’t buy a set of more than 24 colors. Too many colors can be overwhelming, and the tendency is to use colors straight out of the pan rather than learning to mix them. For years I taught students to paint in London with a tiny set of just 10 colors, forcing them to really explore color theory and color mixing and to create lots of different colors from scratch. It is truly amazing how many colors you can mix from a small selection of basic colors.


Something I have realized in years of painting is that you never find a paint set that contains all your perfect colors. It just doesn’t exist. My perfect set of colors is different from someone else’s. Even if I buy a large set of 24 colors, it will undoubtedly not include some of my favorites and include a few that I would never use. I recommend buying a medium-size set of paints—between 12 and 24 colors—and a few individual pans or tubes to fill the range. As you become more experienced, you will start to know which colors are your favorites and which you use most often. I use a lot of warm earthy colors, so for me it’s essential that the set has warm yellows, reds, and browns, and I almost never use premixed purples. For someone who paints a lot of landscapes, a set with lots of greens and browns would make sense, and for someone with a bold, colorful style, maybe a set with pinks, purples, and turquoises would be more useful. Building the perfect set is one of the joys of painting with watercolors, and most good art stores will sell individual colors as well as sets of pans and tubes. Buying a metal tin that makes it easy to remove and replace pans of paint would be wise when building your perfect paint set.


For this book, I’ve selected my 16 most-used colors, all of which are from Windsor & Newton. They are Lemon Yellow, Cadmium Yellow, Cadmium Red, Alizarin Crimson, Permanent Rose, Cerulean Blue, Ultramarine, Prussian Blue, Sap Green, Viridian Green, Yellow Ochre, Burnt Sienna, Burnt Umber, Sepia, Lamp Black, and Chinese White.


If you want to use these exact colors, I recommend buying a set of paints and then buying a few extra pans if there are any missing. If you can’t get your hands on Windsor & Newton, don’t worry. I recommend it because it is of good quality, affordable, and usually available worldwide. There are many other brilliant paint brands, and most brands will have a version of the colors listed above, even if they have a slightly different name. Often, colors are very similar and will perform the same function in your set of paints. Here are some common color substitutions you can make.




CADMIUM RED




Scarlett


Windsor Red




ALIZARIN CRIMSON




Permanent Carmine


Winsor Red Deep




PERMANENT ROSE




Opera Rose


Magenta




PRUSSIAN BLUE




Intense Blue


Indigo




ULTRAMARINE




Cobalt Blue




SAP GREEN




Olive green




VIRIDIAN GREEN




Phthalo Green


Windsor Green (blue shade)




YELLOW OCHRE




Raw Sienna




BURNT SIENNA




Venetian Red




SEPIA




Vandyke Brown




LAMP BLACK




Ivory Black









Brushes



Watercolor brushes come in a variety of sizes and shapes, and their bristles are made in a variety of materials. There are three parts to the paint brush: the handle, usually made of wood but sometimes plastic; the bristles, either animal hair or synthetic; and the ferule, the metal part that holds the bristles in place. It’s a good idea to get a range of sizes. I would suggest getting a selection of round brushes in a variety of sizes from small to large. I tend to work quite small, so my most-used brush sizes are on the small side, sizes 2, 4, and 6. However, brush sizes can vary between brands and countries, which is why I say small, medium, and large throughout the book. Smaller brushes wear out more quickly because they have fewer bristles. You know your brush needs replacing when it no longer keeps a point and stray hairs start to stick out. For most general watercolor painting, you should use a round brush. Large flat brushes are useful for painting large washes of color. An angled brush can help you create fine points and expressive brush strokes.


SYNTHETIC VERSUS NATURAL BRUSHES


Natural brushes are made of animal hair, and synthetic brushes are composed of man-made materials like nylon. Generally, natural brushes are better quality; however, a very good-quality synthetic brush will produce better results than a very cheap natural brush. There are many advantages to using natural brushes when painting with watercolors. One of the most important things with watercolors is that the brush can pick up lots of watery paint. The natural structure of hair means it’s ideal for holding lots of watery diluted paint and then releasing that liquid once the brush is pressed against the paper. Large brushes will be able to hold a huge amount of paint when fully saturated, which can help you paint smooth, even washes of watercolor without constantly running out of paint and having brush marks appear.


As well as being perfect for large washes of color due to their liquid-holding capacity, natural brushes can form a very fine point because of the naturally tapered shape of the hair. You can paint fine details with even a large paintbrush, making good-quality natural-hair brushes very versatile and a good investment.
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There are several types of natural-hair brushes. Most commonly associated with watercolors are sable brushes, although you can find squirrel, goat, and badger hair brushes as well! The very best watercolor brushes are Kolinsky sable brushes, which are actually made from a different animal from regular sable brushes. A Kolinsky is part of the mink family native to Asia, and their tail hairs are used to produce the finest watercolor brushes. I have a selection of large Windsor & Newton Series 7 Kolinsky sable brushes, which were passed to me by my grandfather. These brushes are certainly an investment, but if well looked after, they can last for many decades, as mine have. The Windsor & Newton Series 7 is named after Queen Victoria; she was a fan of these brushes and favored painting with size 7.


I use a mixture of synthetic and sable brushes in my work. I like small round synthetic brushes for detailed work, and I use synthetic angled and flat brushes, but I also love the expressive quality of large sable brushes. The most important thing is that you find a selection of brushes that works for you and that you enjoy using. Everybody has different priorities when it comes to buying brushes. If you prefer to avoid animal products, there are excellent synthetic brushes available.
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Paper



As with watercolor paints and brushes, watercolor paper comes in many varieties that differ wildly in price and quality. It can feel like a bit of a minefield buying watercolor supplies with so many things to consider, especially when making a leap from student to artist quality, but the main thing is to find material you enjoy using.


TEXTURE


One of the first decisions to make is what texture of paper you are going to use. The three categories are hot press, which is very smooth; cold press, which has a slightly rougher texture; and rough, which has a very rough texture. I used hot press and cold press throughout the book, and I specify which paper I am using at the start of each project.


Cold press, sometimes called “not” because it’s not hot pressed, is the most popular watercolor paper and the one I use most often throughout this book. Cold press has a subtle texture, and the exact texture varies among brands, depending on how the paper is made. More expensive papers have more organic random textures, and cheaper papers will have more obviously mechanically made textures. Cold press is the most versatile watercolor paper. The texture is subtle enough to allow fine details and textured enough to help distribute the paint evenly across large areas.


Hot press is very smooth, which is ideal for finely detailed work like botanical illustration and works well with pen and ink. It’s the least-absorbent paper, and it can feel like the paint is sliding over the surface, whereas the more-textured paper hugs the brush a little bit and helps evenly distribute the pigment. For a beginner, a smooth paper might seem like a good option to choose, but it actually shows mistakes and brush strokes and is less forgiving than cold press.


Rough watercolor paper has a very rough texture, as the name would suggest. It is used for large, loose, or expressive work like large landscapes or abstract pieces. It’s the most absorbent of the three papers and not one that I use personally.


I also use cartridge paper a lot for my commercial illustration work, as it has a very subtle texture that is between hot-press and cold-press texture, and the bright white of the paper makes it very easy to scan and reproduce. The weight is much lower than with a watercolor paper, so it’s not suitable for large washes of wet paint but works well for my illustrative style.


WEIGHT


Papers come in a variety of weights. The heavier or thicker the paper, the more water it can hold without buckling or wrinkling. If you’re using a thinner paper, it can be stretched; however, this is not a process I use in my work. All the paper in this book is 300 g/140 lb, but you can find paper ranging from 90 lb up to 400 lb in art stores. My favorite way to buy paper is to buy a block that is gummed on several sides. It holds the paper flat while I’m painting so there’s no need to stretch it; when the painting is dry, I can peel off the top sheet. Most good watercolor paper brands will sell these blocks in a variety of textures and sizes. You can also buy paper in individual sheets, pads, and spiral-bound pads.


Watercolor paper can be handmade, mould made, or machine made. Handmade watercolor paper is usually sold individually in sheets with a distinctive rough, deckled edge. Mould made is made in a traditional way, produces some beautiful textures, and is less expensive than handmade. Machine made is the most affordable option, although its texture isn’t quite so nice to paint with.


COTTON OR WOOD PULP


If you’ve been painting for a while, you might be thinking about trying cotton rag paper and wondering what the difference is. Much more durable than wood pulp paper, 100% cotton paper is generally considered the best-quality watercolor paper and is made from cotton fibers. This means you can rework the paint, lift away colors, and add many layers of paint without worrying about the surface of the paper being damaged. The 100% cotton papers tend to be of a very good quality and have a great longevity.


Wood pulp paper is more affordable and can still be of a very good quality. The important thing is to check whether the paper you’re buying is acid-free and archival.


My two favorite brands of watercolor paper are Bockingford, made by St Cuthberts Mill, which makes traditional mould-made watercolor paper in England, and Hahnemühle, a German company that makes a range of beautiful wood pulp and cotton rag papers. Choosing a watercolor paper is quite a personal thing, and the most expensive one won’t necessarily be the one you like best. I recommend trying a few and finding a texture you like. Buying individual sheets of watercolor paper in an art store is a great way to do this.


Other Materials


PALETTES


You will need somewhere to mix your paints, especially if you’re using tubes. You can mix your colors in the lid of your paint box or use a separate palette. You can buy plastic, ceramic, or metal palettes for mixing paint. Ceramic or enameled metal is the best surface for mixing watercolors. A plastic palette can be troublesome because the surface can be too shiny, and the diluted paint can form little droplets that are difficult to pick up with your brush. Also, a plastic palette can easily stain when you’re using strong colors. The surface of a ceramic or metal palette allows the paint to stay in one pool of liquid, making it easy to mix and pick up with your brush. Ceramic and metal palettes are also resistant to staining. A white ceramic or metal palette with wells is ideal for mixing watercolors, but a small white plate works very well, too.
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