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Introduction

			Whenever I tell someone I paint with watercolor, I get one of two responses: “That must be so relaxing!” (from those who have never tried it), or “That’s so difficult!” (from those who have dabbled in it themselves). Watercolor has a reputation for being finicky and unpredictable. But what’s frustrating about it is also what pulls you in: the bright, lifelike colors; the visual record of how water travels on the page; the abstraction of life into its essential core.

			[image: ]

			Watercolor is an act of the present. It’s a tool I’ve used for more than fifteen years to understand my surroundings, spread joy across the world, and heal. It’s how I dissect my current realities and how I dream of the future. It’s a portal to wonderment, a magic that happens when paint hits paper, and the only thing you can do is trust the process. And it packs a punch—a small kit of watercolors can be transported anywhere, and just a few brushstrokes can lead to maximum impact. 

			I recently pulled out my first Winsor & Newton watercolor kit. It was a fifty-plus-euro fortune when I bought it more than fifteen years ago, a broke professional babysitter with aspiring artistic tendencies. I had moved to Paris for what I thought would be a one-year Audrey Hepburn fantasy of glamour and high culture. Instead, my new mission in life was to care for a verbally abusive French four-year-old, fueled only by a one-per-day Nespresso capsule allotment. The watercolor set is stained from evenings spent painting with coffee and Perrier in Parisian cafés, trying to comprehend the rapid-fire French around me and killing time to avoid going back to my non-home. I was longing to find a voice as a young artist, but I was stumped—I couldn’t paint anything other than what was in front of me. I loved watercolor but didn’t know what to paint. 

			At the time, I thought I was just a twenty-two-year-old loser with no direction in life, but in reality I was well on the meandering path to becoming a professional illustrator and author. I had the gift of time, and the ability to observe and create in the present, thanks to that dear set of watercolors. I loved the looseness and detail I could get capturing a scene in just a few moments. I would often paint something on-site, lay a café napkin on top, and hope it would still resemble what I had painted by the time I got home. Sometimes the paint would smoosh itself down into an unrecognizable crinkly mess, but I could still remember the exact moment in distinct detail. Even though I wasn’t always creating work, I was seeing in an intense way. Why was the golden hour in Paris so breathtaking? Why was the color of the Mediterranean so much more intoxicating than that of Lake Michigan at home? With my senses heightened, I was able to start seeing like an artist, even though I was still very early in my path to becoming a professional one. 

			Fast-forward, and a couple of years living in Paris meant I had enough cultural faux pas and ludicrous stories under my belt to start a blog. (It’s what we did back then!) Reluctant to use the mediocre photos I took with my phone, I started illustrating my stories in watercolor. 

			There was the time autocorrect translated a friendly goodbye, gros bisou (“big kiss”), into “gross bisexual.” It was not the kind of text a boss likes receiving. Another time, I was cooking for a family who informed me that the guest of honor at that night’s dinner was a judge on the French version of Top Chef. The chef’s red, white, and blue Meilleur Ouvrier de France collar (a lauded Best in France cooking award) became the mouth of a frowning face. 

			Not only was this blog a great source of catharsis, but it was also the catalyst for me  to finally merge my technique with my life to  create engaging illustrations. I was able to go from just painting something to saying something with my work. Little by little, I built up my portfolio, started shakily calling art directors, and began to get work as a professional illustrator creating watercolor illustrations at the intersection of food, Paris, and travel. 

			But before I was getting clients like the New York Times, New Yorker, and Penguin Random House, I had to start where I was and paint what I saw and what I knew. And over the course of the next thirty days, I’ll show you how to do just that. 

			

			This book is structured into thirty days of exercises, teaching you watercolor techniques and storytelling devices from the simplest to the most complex to get you to visually synthesize your own unique world. On the following pages, I will lay out everything you need to get started: must-have supplies, foolproof watercolor techniques, and a primer in color theory. 

			Whether you are totally new to the art form, are already quite proficient at watercolor, or have dabbled in the past and want to get better and break free from the fears that have kept you from making it a regular practice, this book will encourage you to start where you are and paint what you know best: your own story. Call me your watercolor evangelist. Are you ready to love watercolor? 
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			Getting Started

			This book has two objectives: helping you to build a watercolor practice and to develop your own visual ideas. But before we begin, let’s get you up to speed on the watercolor essentials you need to set your ideas in motion: everything you need to know to set up your workspace, choose your art supplies, and make them last; key watercolor techniques and their varying visual characteristics; and the foundations of color theory to get you understanding the infinite number of colors that you can mix using watercolor.



	

			
What You’ll Need

			I like to say that watercolor painting can be compared to cooking: You can always add more, but you can’t take away, and the final result is as good as the ingredients you use. Once I learned which materials worked for me, I found it easier to execute my vision because I wasn’t fighting against my paint and paper. Here’s how to set yourself up for success.

			Paper
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			Most watercolor haters can be converted if they are simply introduced to good paper. The least-expensive watercolor paper is made of wood pulp. Sturdier, better-quality paper is made of cotton. This better-quality paper absorbs watercolor, giving you greater control and more time to play around when painting. The less-expensive paper has a tendency to get pools on the surface, resulting in watercolor marks, splotching, and warping. (The best metaphor I can think of is the difference between sopping up spilled milk with a paper towel versus a bath towel; it is a whole other level of absorption.) Since many beginning watercolorists struggle with using too much water, which can lead to dull colors as well as warped and crinkled paper, buy the best-quality and heaviest-weight paper you can to start with. 

			Here are a few things to look for before purchasing paper:

			Weight. Buy a paper that is at least 140 lb (300 gsm). It won’t warp as much even if you struggle with water-control issues. I’ve upgraded to 300 lb (640 gsm). I like to say that if you hold a piece of paper by one corner and shake it back and forth, it should sound like thunder; that’s the sign of a sturdy enough paper. 

			Texture. Watercolor paper comes in different grains, or textures, ranging from smooth to rough. Because I digitally scan my watercolors, I use a fully smooth satin finish, which results in minimal retouching.

			Color. If you’ve ever hemmed and hawed over choosing a shade of white paint, you know that they are not all created equal. Be aware that watercolor paper comes in warm and cool shades of white, which can dramatically impact how your colors look later on. I painted a super-detailed illustration for this book, but its warm colors looked dull and flat. At first, I couldn’t figure out what the problem was. Then I finally realized it was because the paper was cream instead of pure white. 

			
Brushes
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			I recommend keeping it simple and mastering what you can with a few good-quality natural-fiber brushes. I also have a few synthetic brushes on hand because they keep their shape longer. I love a round brush because it can create great detail with its fine tip but is also long enough to absorb a good amount of paint to cover a decent surface area. In my own practice, I find that I can achieve any effect I’m after with just a few sizes of round brushes. My favorite is the Winsor & Newton Series 7 Kolinsky Sable Brush, pointed round, size 2.

			Paint 
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			Watercolor comes in two forms: tubes and pans. As a newbie, you can easily get started with a classic set of pans and add tube colors as you go along if you desire a more saturated hue or if you find that you often need to replace a certain color. They can be used interchangeably.  

			When purchasing a watercolor kit, make sure it has at least ten colors: the primary and secondary colors (more on these in Color Theory), black, white, and a few extras. I recommend buying your paint at an art supply store. It is formulated with the principles of mixing and color theory in mind, unlike the general, kid-friendly craft art watercolors you can find at grocery or office supply stores.

			If you are buying individual watercolors, invest in the most expensive primary colors you can afford. Not all paints are made the same: Better-quality paints mix much better than their cheaper counterparts. When we get to color theory  (pages 24–31), you will see that the purer the primary colors are, the brighter the secondary hues will be upon mixing. The Winsor & Newton Cotman Watercolor Field Travel Set, which includes twelve colors, is great for beginners. As your practice grows and evolves, you may find your needs will change. All of the illustrations in this book were painted with Kuretake Gansai Tambi pan watercolors, my personal favorite because the colors are as saturated as acrylic and easier to control than tube watercolor paints.


			HOT TIP

			How to Remove a Sheet from the Block
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			You may notice that some watercolor paper comes not in pads but in blocks with all four sides of the paper glued together. This ensures that the paper will stay flat rather than warping. I highly recommend blocks for newbies with water-control issues. But how do you remove your watercolor from the block when you’re finished? Look around the four sides of the block and you should see a 1-inch (2.5 cm) section that is not glued together. Place the block on a flat surface, insert an X-Acto or palette knife horizontally into the glue-free spot, and gently run the knife around the edges to carefully remove the sheet of paper. The sheet may have some glue remnants on its sides, but these can easily be scraped off with a fingernail or a palette knife. 



			Water 

			Since you are essentially painting with water, you want to keep that water as clean as possible. I’ve seen a lot of students’ work get muddied very quickly simply because they are using the tiny water cup that comes with a set of travel watercolors. I use a 1-liter glass jar or a giant clear vase so I don’t have to change the water as often, but the second it doesn’t look transparent, I dump it out and refill it with clean water. 

			A Palette or Other  Mixing Surface 

			[image: ]

			Another way to avoid the muddy brown-black zone is to use a big enough palette to give your colors room to breathe. Feel free to use the palette built into your watercolor set, or purchase a separate plastic or porcelain one—but be sure to clean it often to avoid mixing muddy colors. I sometimes use a large dinner plate, but I mostly mix directly on a glass or marble tabletop, which I meticulously clean before I begin a day’s work (because oil and water aren’t friends, a post-lunch table or greasy hands can destroy a pristine watercolor). Another option is palette paper, a synthetic paper on which paint can be mixed, dried, and reactivated.

		
			
HOT TIP

				Making Your Supplies Last

				Art supplies can cost a pretty penny (especially the good stuff), so here are some dos and don’ts for taking care of them and making them last. 

				
						 DO let your paint dry on your palette and reuse it at any time. Once the paint has dried, it can be reactivated by swirling a wet paintbrush on top. This is ideal if you need to put a painting on pause and don’t want to remix all the colors from scratch. 

						 DO clean your brushes with a brush cleaner or baby shampoo after each painting session. Rinse the brush vigorously in water, swirl it in the brush cleaner, and gently massage the cleaner into the bristles with your index finger and thumb. Rinse until it is completely clean. Always reshape the tip of the brush with your fingertips to avoid warping and let it dry standing with the bristles up.

						 DON’T get into the habit of letting your paintbrush sit in your water vessel while painting. This will deform the bristles and point of the paintbrush. Place it on a tabletop or upright in a cup like a bouquet of flowers until you need to use it again. 

						 DO pack your brushes in a roll-up brush holder when transporting them to protect the tips from warping during travel. 

						 DO clean your hands and work surface with soap and warm water before painting with watercolor.

				

		

	Sketching Supplies 

			Watercolor requires a good amount of preparation before the paint can be applied. When I have an idea to explore, I rely on loose printer paper and waterproof Micron pens to flesh out a concept before transferring the sketch to watercolor paper. 

			When sketching on watercolor paper, use an H pencil and draw with the lightest hand possible. If you’ve taken art classes in the past, you know that not all pencils are created equal. They are marked from H (hard) to B (black, or softer), with 8H being the lightest in color and 8B being the darkest. If you have a set of six graphite pencils, they are usually organized from lightest to darkest: 6H, 2H, H, HB, 2B, 6B. H pencils leave a fine line on the watercolor paper that can be seen while you’re working but then easily removed later with an eraser. 

			Once I have my definitive pencil sketch in place, I go back and lightly erase the line until it is barely visible. Pink erasers can make marks on watercolor paper that are nearly impossible to remove, so stick to a white or clear eraser. And a word from the unwise: Always wait for your watercolor to dry completely before erasing the pencil lines. Erasing a slightly wet watercolor will smear the paint and ruin your work. 

			Some watercolorists like adding a pen outline before laying on the watercolor. I find that it can flatten the volume that I’ve worked so hard building up with watercolor, so I don’t do this myself. But add an outline if you like, just be sure that you do so with a waterproof pen to avoid bleeding.

			Paper Towels 

			Paper towels are indispensable when I’m painting. (A piece of scrap paper or a clean kitchen towel is an eco-friendly stand-in.) I fold one in half and blot my brush on it to check my colors before applying them to my precious watercolor paper. I also use it to dab off any excess water and pigment from my paintbrush. A paper towel can soak up any missteps, and it can be a good buffer if I need to rest my hand on a watercolor when I’m adding fine details. I often joke that the watercolor-stained paper towel I used is the day’s best work because it’s always an abstract masterpiece when I’m done with it. 

			Work Surface

			To state the obvious, unlike oil or acrylic, which are often painted on an easel, watercolor requires a flat tabletop to avoid drippage. 

			Other Gear 

			The following items will help expedite your creative process and allow you to share your creations.

			
				 Hair dryer, for drying your watercolor quickly  

				 Drawing gum, a latex liquid that masks paper so it does not absorb paint

				 Masking tape, to tape down the sides of watercolor paper so they don’t warp. Tip: When you unroll your tape, tap the sticky side on your clothes a couple of times. It will add some fuzz and soften the adhesion. This will prevent the paper from getting roughed up when the tape is removed later. 

				 Photo-quality scanner, graphic tablet, and photo-editing software (like Photoshop) if you plan to share your work digitally

				 Light box, for tracing

			

	
		HOT TIP

			Creating Your Own Light box
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			In the interest of full transparency, I don’t have a light box. I use a window and natural light for tracing instead. Here’s how: Using masking tape, adhere the image you want to trace on a window during daylight hours. Tape all four corners of the sheet of watercolor paper you would like to draw on directly on top of the image, ensuring it is completely flat. You should be able to see the image underneath to trace it.

	



	

			
Watercolor 101

			Painting with watercolor is like choreographing a dance between paper and paint: It’s all about timing, execution, and a little bit of chance. In this section, you’ll learn to tame watercolor into doing what you need it to do as I walk you through key principles to understanding the medium and a handful of techniques to obtain various effects. If you’re a watercolor novice, use this section to start getting acquainted with watercolor and its particularities. If you’re already a semipro, feel free to skim this section and move on to the daily exercises.

			Activating Your Paint

			Once you get your workstation set up, it’s time to activate your watercolor paint. If using pan watercolors, you’ll do this by wetting a brush and swirling it around until you can see a little color on the bristles. (You can also use a spray bottle filled with water to evenly dampen your paints.) If you’re using tube colors, the consistency will be almost like mustard; squeeze out a pea-sized amount of paint onto a watercolor palette and dilute it with a wet paintbrush, adding more water until the consistency is loose like water. If not properly diluted, the thick tube paint can stick to the bristles of the brush and go on unevenly. If using tube paint, always blot off your paintbrush on a sheet of scrap paper or a paper towel to be sure that the paint is evenly coating the brush before applying it to the watercolor paper. 
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