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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Introduction


My love of gouache all started at university. I had always loved painting and I had experimented for a long time with watercolors and acrylics, but they never quite worked for me; watercolor never managed to give me the vibrancy of colors that I wanted, and acrylics didn’t give me the finish I was looking for. As I began to develop my illustration style and settled on a playful, bold look, I needed a medium that would allow me to achieve the bright colors and matte finish that I desired in my work. This was when I found gouache. I fell in love with the huge array of colors and the chalky finish that gouache has on the page when dry.


During my time at university, I found myself painting almost everywhere, so I always had my paints with me. Gouache is brilliant for painting on the go, as it is small enough to be transportable, is easy to set up, and dries quickly so that you don’t have to wait long before packing up and moving on.


Gouache’s fast drying time is great for day-to-day work, as I can quickly move on to the next layer of the painting or the next piece. Gouache also photographs really well, which is ideal in our digital age. Working as a full-time illustrator means that I need to take a lot of photographs of my work and gouache’s flat, matte surface means there is no light glare from the paint.


In this book, we will explore all the different techniques of gouache and the fun and playful ways that it can be applied to the page. We will cover the basics of color theory to help you understand how to mix properly and the science behind great color selections. The projects start with simple exercises to ease you in, then become increasingly more challenging. We’ll look at pattern, portraits, animals, and everyday scenes and objects. By the end of the book, I hope that you will be able to establish your own way of working with gouache and fall in love with the medium, as I have!
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Materials


Brushes


The best paintbrushes to use for gouache are a matter of personal preference. Because both watercolor and gouache are water-based paints, any paintbrushes recommended for watercolor will work just as well for gouache.


The important thing is to have a range of sizes and shapes, including flat and round brushes. I always like to have a wide range of brush sizes to hand while I paint so that I can switch between them as I need. I tend to use synthetic brushes for my work as they carry color well and are perfect if you’re on a budget or just starting out. I also find that synthetic brushes have a much better point than natural brushes, meaning that delicate work is much more achievable. I recommend having a mixture of soft and stiff bristles to allow you to create a range of looks and textures with your brushstrokes.


I tend to wash my brushes after I finish a piece of work. Unlike acrylics or oils, gouache won’t ruin your brushes if you leave them dirty, so you don’t need to thoroughly wash them every time. Because gouache is water based, you just need to pop it under the tap and the color will begin to rinse off; move the brush around on the bottom of your sink, spreading out the bristles. If you want to thoroughly clean your brushes, use a bar of mild hand soap or a special brush-cleaning soap. To use this, just wet your brush and sweep it around in a groove in the soap, then rinse the brush off and repeat until you’ve removed the color. You only need to clean your brushes this way once or twice a year.


It’s also a good idea to keep paper towels at hand while you’re working, so that you can wipe your brushes between switching colors. This helps with any unwanted color transfer and is a good indicator of whether you have removed all of the color.


You do need to look after your brushes, so try not to leave them sitting in your water pot as this will slowly break down the glue that holds the bristles in place, and they will start to drop out. The weight of the brush being upside down for a long period of time will also ruin the shape of your bristles.



Paints



As with brushes, there is no “correct” brand of paint to use—it’s all down to personal preference. Personally, I like to use a more expensive brand of gouache for its good quality and beautiful range of colors. Gouache can be expensive, so if you can’t afford many paints, I recommend starting off with just three basic primary colors plus a tube of white and a tube of black. From these, you can make all the colors you’ll need until you find your feet and want to invest in some new, fancier colors. Alternatively, there are some cheap store-brand multipacks that are perfect for starting out until you can afford better-quality paint. There are many brands out there, so definitely do your research before you buy your first set. Saying that, there is nothing wrong with mixing brands, so maybe try one from each to see which you like best!


To store your paints, just make sure that you keep the lids sealed tightly to avoid any air getting in. If air does manage to get in or you forget to put your lid back on, don’t worry—because gouache is water based, it can be rehydrated if necessary. Simply cut open your dried-up tube, add a little bit of water and you’re ready to go. If ever you can’t remove a lid because it’s too tight or has been glued shut with paint, try running it under hot water for a minute to loosen it up.


Palettes


I use a little white plastic palette for my paint; I find this the best as it is very affordable, easy to clean, and light to carry around with you. They often have little wells for you to mix your paint in, which will help to keep all of your colors separate from one another. If you are going to use a flat palette, be sure not to tilt it as the water from your paints will likely drip off.


Pencils


A lot of artists like to sketch out their designs before they begin painting, as it helps them to feel more confident with the application of the paint. Choose a pencil that isn’t too dark, as you don’t want the graphite to mix with your paint or show through. I like to use a 2B pencil so that the lines are just dark enough to see but light enough to be easily covered by the paint. I wouldn’t go any darker than this, although you can certainly go lighter if your eyesight is up to it.


Paper


Gouache applies pretty well to most papers because it sits on the surface and doesn’t soak in like watercolor. I use a fairly heavyweight paper (148lbs/220gsm), as I prefer the feel and finish. I also use paper that doesn’t have a huge amount of texture (tooth), as this tends to show through the paint. Saying that, watercolor paper actually works well for gouache.
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Layering




PERFECT FOR


Landscapes


Busy scenes


Patterns


Highlights





Opaque layers are the thing that gouache is best known for and the reason I love working with it so much.


As with watercolor, gouache can be altered at any time—no matter how dry the paint is—by adding water. Therefore, to avoid your colors mixing when you’re applying layers, you should make sure that the layer beneath is fully dry, use a light hand to avoid disturbing the paint below, and apply a generous amount of paint to your brush so that it glides on smoothly in one stroke—the more you work the paint, the more likely it is that your colors will merge.


It’s always easier to work from light to dark, but unlike watercolor, if you need to, you can also work from dark to light—that’s what’s so great about gouache. When working from dark to light, use thick layers of paint to cover up the darker color below. This means that you can layer any colors you like, which is useful if you want to paint on a colored background.
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Staining




PERFECT FOR


Landscapes


Underwater scenes


Backgrounds





Staining allows you to cover a large area with watered-down gouache to provide a colored background, on which you can then paint your main subject. When using this technique, you are treating gouache as if it’s watercolor paint. I find it a good idea to stain a background when I am going to be painting lots of foliage or details on top. As you can see from the bottom images in the next illustration, you can layer another color on top of a stain effectively.


To stain your page, mix up a color with a generous amount of water, then using a wet brush, pick up your color and apply it in even strokes across the area you wish to cover. I recommend using a large brush for this as it allows you to apply the paint much more quickly, so that it doesn’t have a chance to dry and form hard edges before you’re finished. Using a large brush will also help the layer of paint look more even and uniform; anything from a size 4 to 8 brush will work perfectly. You may also want to stick your page down with low-tack masking tape onto a board or an easy-to-clean surface, so that you can make big sweeps of paint off the edge of the page to get an even finish down the sides.


The staining technique takes a long time to dry, so if you wish to blend and move the paint around, there is plenty of time to do this. However, it also means that you need to be careful not to let different sections of color blend into one another unintentionally.


The amount of pigment to use is completely up to you: either go for a really light wash or something darker. The lighter you want the color to be, the more water you need to add to your paint.
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Blending and Softening Edges




PERFECT FOR


Skies


Sunsets


Water


Landscapes


Petals and leaves





Blending gouache colors on the paper is a great way to add extra colors to your work. It allows you to create subtle transitions from one color to another, and it is ideal for paintings of sunsets, cloudscapes, or even a choppy sea.


Be mindful that you do need to be sure what color you’ll get. For example, you know you’ll get orange if you mix red and yellow, and you know you’ll get green if you mix blue and yellow. The last thing you want is a big brown smudge from mixing together colors from opposite sides of the color wheel. If you’re not sure, do a test on a scrap piece of paper.


To blend two colors, paint a section of the first color and let it dry a little before applying the second color right next to it. Then begin to merge the colors together with your paintbrush—you’ll see how easily they blend.


You can use the same technique using just water in place of the second color, to lighten a color that is too dark. However, you won’t be able to get back to the pristine white of the unpainted paper as some pigment will inevitably remain, staining the paper.


Softening edges is very similar to blending, but instead of adding another color, you just add water. Softening the edge of a dried paint stroke is easy because gouache is water based. Simply load up your brush with water and apply it to the edge you wish to soften. You’ll see the paint begin to dampen again and you’ll be able to move it around, or even lift off some of the pigment, and make the edges look much paler and softer. This technique is great for paintings things such as clouds.
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Drybrush




PERFECT FOR


Hair and fur


Clouds


Clothing


Rough textures





Gouache is known for being opaque and flat, so the drybrush technique is a method of adding texture and interest to your work.


When using this technique, not only do you want to use a dry brush, but you also want to keep your paint fairly dry, so don’t add much water. As you mix the paint, you’ll notice that it feels quite sticky without adding water; this is the perfect consistency. You only want a little on the brush—it’s often a good idea to wipe off any excess on the side of your palette or on a piece of paper towel before you apply the brush to the paper—and you can even splay out the bristles of the brush with your fingers to enhance the effect. The paper also needs to be completely dry for this technique; if you drybrush on top of a damp wash, the paint will spread into the damp area and you’ll lose the effect.


Painting with drybrush is spontaneous, as every stroke will look different from the others. This is ideal when you are painting hair or fur because it makes it look more organic. You can experiment with a range of different brushstrokes; if your character has wavy or curly hair, you can apply the paint in wiggly lines, as shown here. If you want to get a fluffy effect, use a soft-bristled brush; if you want to create wiry, coarse hair, then use a paintbrush with harder or thicker bristles.


As well as individual lines, you can also use a large brush to create whole areas of texture by using very little paint and dragging the dry brush across the page. This is particularly effective when you’re trying to create a sense of texture without painting individual lines, and it’s useful if you’re painting grass or a rug. You can also use this technique to create a background that you can then paint on top of.
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