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The Media of Art


Tempera


Tempera, a mixture of raw pigment and egg yolk, was the principal medium in Western painting up to the advent of oil paint in the fifteenth century. Painters applied tempera to wooden panels with short strokes of a brush, adding darker colours over lighter ones due to the relative translucency of the medium. The density of yolk created an effective medium for colour, and the easy availability of eggs meant that the cost of tempera could be kept fairly low. Tempera tends to look somewhat chalky in colour, and has a limited range of tones available due to the natural lightness of the mixture.


Fresco


A fresco is painted directly into, rather than onto, a wall or ceiling. Pigment is mixed with wet plaster and applied in sections onto a surface. As the mixture dries, it bonds with that surface. This initial layer is known as ‘true fresco’ (buon fresco in Italian); anything applied on top is known as fresco secco, or ‘dry fresco’. Artists often used cartoons (full-size preparatory drawings) to transfer a large drawing onto a surface, and then applied the coloured fresco in sections called giornate (giornata means ‘day’s work’). Fresco artists, painting on high wooden scaffolding, would work methodically, as the wet plaster dried quickly, especially in warmer weather.


Silk Screen


Silk-screen printing, also known as screen-printing, is a technique that originated in a commercial context. It first started to be employed by artists in the early decades of the twentieth century, and is probably best known in association with Andy Warhol’s work from the early 1960s. A large piece of fabric – sometimes silk, sometimes a synthetic material – is stretched over a frame. Parts of that fabric are then blocked off using stencils or an opaque material, such as lacquer. The parts not blocked off will allow the ink to bleed through. Artists’ prints created with silk screens are sometimes known as serigraphs.


Etching


Etching is an intaglio technique, in which designs are cut into a surface. To make an etching, artists start with a thin copper plate coated with an acid-resistant material. They then draw into the surface with a tool, making lines that penetrate through to the copper layer. Once finished, they dip the plate into an acid bath. Anything not covered with the acid-resistant material is eaten into by the acid. The artist rolls ink over the cleaned surface, then places a piece of paper on top. The plate and paper are passed together through a printing press, creating a print, a reverse impression of the original drawing.


Engraving


To make an engraving, artists incise their designs directly into a metal plate using a metal tool with a shaped tip called a burin. Artists can create a wide range of marks by using different burins, and can create darker or lighter lines by applying more or less pressure. As with all prints, the surface of the plate is then inked and a piece of paper is placed on top, then both are passed through a printing press, producing the final print, which is a reversed impression of the original design. Because of the durability of the plate (usually made of copper or zinc), multiple impressions can be made of a single engraving or etching.


Aquatint / Mezzotint


Intaglio printmaking is sometimes combined with aquatint, a technique used to render large areas of light and shade. After an etching has been made, powdered resin is applied to the plate and melted onto its surface. When the plate is dipped into an acid bath, the acid eats around this resin, creating a tonal, painterly effect, such as in the prints of Francisco Goya. In mezzotint, the technique that preceded aquatint, artists used a metal tool called a rocker to make tiny marks on the plate’s surface that suggested light and shade.


Collage


In collage, images are created by sticking various materials to a surface. The term derives from the French coller, ‘to glue’. Around 1912, cubist artists Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso incorporated scraps of wallpaper and newspaper into painted canvases to create collages. The fragmentary nature of the medium seemed apposite in a turbulent modern world. Sculpture, too, can be composed of diverse found elements, and cinema from the 1920s onwards, especially in the USSR, used montage to create jarring effects. Sampling in music, the foundation of hip-hop in the 1980s, can be considered an audio form of collage.


Video Art


Video emerged as an artistic medium in Europe and the United States in the early 1960s and, at that time, was often related to conceptual and performance art. The mass-culture medium of the moving image proved compelling for artists whose interests lay in the examination of images and the narratives of modern life. With the gradual recognition of video as a form of art came an increase in budgets and institutional support, and production and display standards rose accordingly. Though a very young form, video art contains a huge diversity of approaches, from lo-fi collage to feature-length films.


Daguerreotype


Although the technique of projecting an image of the world inside a darkened room (camera obscura) had been known for centuries, making that image permanent by fixing it onto a surface was only achieved in the 1830s. The French artist Louis Daguerre pioneered a process that was one of the first successful attempts to do so. Daguerre’s images, known as daguerreotypes, were made with silver-plated copper sheets that were treated with iodine fumes. By exposing these sheets to light, a sharp image of reality was captured, but it could not be reproduced. Daguerreotypes required long exposure times, and subjects had to remain very still throughout; failure to do so resulted in blurred images.


Gouache


Gouache is a painting medium composed of pigment, water and a gum binder. It somewhat resembles watercolour but is thicker and more opaque, and so creates stronger and more powerful effects of colour. Because it dries quickly, gouache is often the medium of choice for artists working en plein air who want a more substantial quality to their work than watercolour can provide. Gouache can easily be combined with other media: the British artist J.M.W. Turner used white gouache on his pencil sketches to create the effect of highlights.


Watercolour


Watercolour paint is made by suspending raw pigment in a binder, usually gum arabic (derived from the sap of the acacia tree) mixed with water. Watercolour is generally used on sheets of white paper, where its thin consistency allows the brightness of the paper to show through, giving a general effect of radiance. Areas of the paper are often left unpainted to evoke highlights, or white gouache can be used for the same function. Because of its delicacy, watercolour is a challenging medium, although it is ideal for plein-air landscape painting, as it dries quickly and can be applied at speed.


Acrylic


Acrylic paint, which first started to be used by artists in the 1960s, consists of a mix of pigment and synthetic resin. Because acrylic is water-based, it tends to dry quickly, and can be diluted with water to give a range of painterly effects that can resemble watercolour. Acrylic tends to dry to a matt finish and lacks the rich tonality of oil paint. British artist David Hockney made use of acrylic’s distinctively flattened surface effect when painting the pools and private residences of Los Angeles in the 1960s.


Oil Paint


Oil paint consists of raw pigment suspended in an oil medium, usually linseed or walnut oil. Because it is very slow drying, oil paint enables artists to make gradual changes to their paintings over time, something often revealed in pentimenti (faded areas through which under layers show). Oil is a diverse medium, allowing for thick, gooey impasto and wet-in-wet blending, as well as thin, translucent glazes and subtle tonal ranges. Oil holds colour efficiently, creating rich depths and subtle realism in the depiction of flesh, fabrics and textures. For these reasons, oil became the medium of choice for portraits of individuals from the Renaissance onwards.


Encaustic


Encaustic is a painting medium in which raw pigment is suspended in melted beeswax. It is generally applied to wooden panels and is associated with ancient paintings, especially the Fayum mummy portraits from Roman Egypt (around 100–300 CE). Encaustic is a versatile medium that dries quickly and generally holds its colour; it can be reheated once applied to allow colours to blend more effectively. When painted in layers it can achieve a luminous quality. Encaustic has more or less fallen out of favour in modern times, although some artists have revived it, most famously Jasper Johns, who used encaustic in his paintings of the American flag from the 1950s.
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