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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.





Introduction


The challenge for the writer of a watercolour book like this – which uses famous watercolour works as inspiration – is that they have to arrive, by design, at a result that may well have originally been arrived at by accident.


Watercolour is a notoriously unpredictable medium. That puddle of coloured water, the essential ingredient of your next masterpiece, is subject not only to the slips of your hand, but to the spring and snap of your brush and the lumps and bumps of your paper – plus gravity, heat, humidity, and the surface tension of the water itself. Vincent van Gogh ruefully declared that you needed 27 heads to paint a watercolour and managed only about 150 of them himself. John Singer Sargent on the other hand, clocked up two thousand of them, mostly of Venice, but would rail out loud in frustration as his colours ran, even as he conjured the most exquisite scene.


Several decades later, the plein-air painter and orientalist Arthur Melville offered the same lesson when he opined that a mistake can be the making of your painting, while in the 20th century, the great pedagogue and modern master Paul Klee picked up the theme again when he exhorted his Bauhaus students to ‘make the accidental essential’. In watercolour, it would seem, accidents come built in.


It’s not so much a matter of controlling your colours as reaching some kind of compromise with them as they ebb and flow across the paper, drying too dark or too light, creating streaks and distracting blooms instead of the revelatory marks you had in mind. Many years of watercolour painting have taught me two things: to be ever watchful while I paint and that although a watercolour may be dry after 20 minutes, it is never finished – only overworked.


Why do we do it? First, because it is so quick and easy to begin and so very transportable. Sargent took his colours with him on his gondola rides around Venice and Francis Towne took his to the Alps. Secondly, because of its unforgiving transparency, there is an alluring subtlety to watercolour that no other medium can rival, as the lyrical yet unearthly landscapes of Eric Ravilious testify. Thirdly, being mostly composed of water, it is the elemental medium of the atmosphere. Whether we are looking at a J.M.W. Turner sunset or a Maggi Hambling painting, we become acutely aware that the rainbow of colours we are experiencing is the product of light shining through droplets of water. It is light, in fact, that modulates the colours in every landscape from John Varley to John Nash. It’s because of our devotion to light and our obsession with it that the purely topographical representations of early masters such as Paul Sandby – with their unending blue skies – gave way to the more subjective and romantic essays of the likes of Thomas Girtin. Even David Cox’s still life is a subtle tribute to the sunlight that briefly lit up a corner of his pantry.


If unpredictability is built in to the watercolour medium, then so too is the landscape. Although there are portraits (Frances Hodgkins) and still lifes (William Henry Hunt), the Tate collection reflects our obsession with the landscape and how it provides a narrative of our social and political history. Edward Bawden, Anthony Gross, John Nash, Eric Ravilious and Graham Sutherland were all employed as war artists, and the devastation of two great wars left an indelible imprint on their work, whether it’s a country lane or a bomb-damaged terrace. The wild, freeform works of Peter Lanyon can be seen in terms of an artist who fought fascism for four years in the RAF and was determined never to be constrained again.


Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, the virtual worlds of television and film had usurped watercolour’s traditional role and prompted artists to push the boundaries of the medium in other directions (John Marin). It’s at those boundaries that innovation and great art lie. Maggi Hambling’s and Lucia Nogueira’s splashes and blots remind us that, while we are merely looking at paint, we can’t help but see something else besides. That ‘something else’ is the work of our imaginations and the beginnings of our own creative journey.


In this book, you will learn how to lay a flawless flat wash in the manner of an early watercolour master, stipple and blot like a 19th-century artist, and splatter, mix media and experiment like a modern painter. You can follow these exercises in any order you wish and there is a glossary at the back for any terms you may be unfamiliar with. More importantly, try using them as a starting point for your own adventures in watercolour and don’t shy away from those exercises that seem alien to you, for they are your invitation to broaden your own artistic horizons and discover new approaches that will set you on the path to discovering your own artistic style.





Materials


My local art shop once put a sign in the window that read: ‘Where would you rather buy your vegetables? From us or the supermarket?’ This was a reference to the fact that a nearby store had started selling art materials at knockdown prices. Students of mine who bought bargain sets of brushes from there soon discovered that they hadn’t saved money at all but actually wasted it. Experience has taught me to buy the best I can afford. That way, if my work turns out to be no good, I know it’s me and not my materials.



PAPER


J.M.W. Turner’s predictably curt, yet surprising, advice when quizzed about successful watercolour painting was to ‘Look to your paper’. Regardless of his colours and the brushes he used, it seems that the great man valued the surface he worked upon even more. Turner worked his paper very hard, dipping it in buckets of pigment, painting with his fingers, scratching the surface with a knife, rubbing it, scrubbing it and even incising it with a thumbnail. Try this with many modern-day, machine-made papers and, rather than the gauzy, infinite depths that Turner conjured up, you’ll end up with what the broadcaster and artist Adrian Hill used to call a ‘dry fog’.


The most important factors are your paper’s strength and absorbency. Paper that allows colour to soak into it, like blotting paper, will make it impossible to lay down a flat wash without streaking. Also, as watercolours are transparent, they will go dull, because the paper will have stained and lost its ‘whiteness’. A good-quality watercolour paper, on the other hand, will have been treated with a kind of water-repellent ground, or ‘size’, that allows your colours to ‘sit’ on the surface without staining the paper fibres. As a consequence, the whiteness of your paper is preserved and your colours will appear brighter. Couple the hardness of that well-sized surface with linen or rag fibres (rather than wood pulp) and your paper will be able to stand up to as much ‘mistreatment’ as Turner gave his. For this reason, I opt for a handmade watercolour paper whenever I can. Otherwise, look for papers with high rag content: 300gsm (140lb) cold-pressed 100 percent cotton paper is perfectly adequate for most of the exercises in this book. Unless stated otherwise 300gsm refers to the weight per square metre, while 140lb refers to the weight of a ream. A coldpressed surface is straight from the mill, textured only from the woollen felts from its original cold pressing and not pressed smooth through rollers (hot pressed).



GROUNDS


In my study of Graham Sutherland’s techniques, I use a ground to paint on cardboard – a surface that would normally absorb watercolours and render them dull and indistinct from one another. For centuries, the only acceptable surface for watercolour has been paper, carefully prepared both internally and externally to ensure optimal results from the medium, but acrylic-based watercolour grounds enable artists to replicate the qualities of cold-pressed watercolour paper on almost any surface. Brush it on straight from the pot and allow to dry for 24 hours. To further challenge the most adventurous, these grounds are available in a number of different colours and consistencies (white, buff, black, gold, pearl and transparent).


COLOURS


Any paint, whether it’s oil, acrylic or watercolour, is essentially pigment suspended in a binder of some kind. Although water-soluble polymers are sometimes used, the most common binder for watercolours today is still traditional gum arabic (acacia tree resin). To this, there may be other additives like honey and ox gall (commonly obtained from cow’s liver). Water from your brush then disperses the gum so that you can apply the pigment to paper, while the ox gall helps the colour to flow smoothly. The purity of the pigment, the quality of the binder and any other additives will all have an effect on the vibrancy of your colours, as well as the nature of your mark-making.


The brightest colours are the purest and possess what’s known as ‘high pigment loading’, which refers to an optimal ratio of pigment to binder, with few or no additives. Sometimes almost black on the palette, a good-quality colour will ‘spring to life’ with the addition of water and a little will go a long way. Also, because of their purity, two-colour mixes made from these paints may be almost as bright as single-colour applications. These ‘artists’ colours, as they are traditionally known, are usually designated with a series number (1–6), which indicates the cost of the pigment used. Natural earth colours (like burnt sienna and yellow ochre) tend to be less expensive series 1 colours, while some reds and blues, with higher production costs, may be series 5 or 6, with a breathtaking price tag.


Cheaper (or ‘student’) colours that have no series designation, may use a combination of pigments and often look chalky or pasty on the palette. The chalkiness is due to the use of fillers, which bulk up the pigment without the expense of actually adding more of it. Because the resultant hue is less pure, secondary mixes can also be somewhat lacklustre.


For most of the exercises in this book, I used tube colours. Pans, however, are more manageable than tubes when you’re starting out and work tends to look subtler and more transparent. This isn’t impossible with tubes, but tube colours usually produce bolder, more saturated results. They’re also essential if you want to paint bigger pictures.


It’s worth noting that these days, aside from the ‘earth’ colours that are literally quarried out of the ground, most of our pigments are highly developed, petrochemical derivatives and apart from one or two exceptions such as viridian, bear little relation to the colours that Turner might have used. They are more reliable, in fact, less fugitive (liable to fade) and mostly non-toxic.



BRUSHES


Over the years, I’ve supplemented my kit with sponges, old credit cards, cotton buds, rags and paper towels, but there is a reason why the brush and, in particular, the sable (actually Siberian weasel) is still the tool of choice for many artists. This brush is not only springy and flexible, but it will snap back to its original shape, even when loaded with water. Nylon comes close but does not have the water-holding capacity, likewise, squirrel holds lots of water, but it is not nearly as flexible. Hake brushes, often made of goat hair, are even thirstier and are softer than nylon; they are not as snappy and after a couple of strokes, the life goes out of them. Although hakes are not that easy to control, I like the loose and unpredictable marks I get.


So try them all and make your decision based upon which tool best responds to the gestures you make (perhaps while debating with yourself the issues surrounding what’s known as ‘forgotten fur’). Keep in mind, also, that painting in watercolour isn’t effortful in the way that painting in oils or acrylics is. You’re not so much brushing colour onto the paper as irrigating it, directing the ebb and flow of your colours by whatever means necessary. So experiment. Play! Sometimes my students will say to me, ‘This is like being back at nursery school’, and I think how good it is that they’re learning properly at last.


BRUSH SHAPES


Round


Round brushes are the watercolourist’s basic and most versatile painting tool and depending on their quality and the pressure with which they’re applied to the paper, will make both broad and fine marks.


Flat


Flat brushes will lend your work a harder, brighter and more angular look than a round brush will.


Filbert


Filberts, with their characteristic ‘cat tongue’ shape tend to create a somewhat softer stroke to a flat brush.


Hake


Hake is a soft-hair brush (usually goat hair), with a broad, flat profile. Suitable for loose brushstrokes and covering large areas.


Mop


A soft-hair brush (often squirrel hair), used for covering large areas of the paper.


Rigger


A thin, soft-hair brush with a longer taper, originally used for painting ships rigging in maritime art. They are ideal for producing long, straight lines.





Tips and Tricks


STRETCHING PAPER


Even the heaviest, best-quality paper will cockle if you throw enough water at it, so I nearly always stretch it, or at least tape it with masking tape to a board. There are two exercises in the book where I didn’t go to the trouble of stretching paper (W.G. Gillies and Frances Hodgkins), but these are both painted on high-quality, heavily-sized, handmade paper, weighing around 300lb. I was careful, though, not to absolutely soak them in colour as a lumpy, bumpy piece of paper rarely looks good under a mount or behind glass.


Run a shallow bath, thoroughly submerge the paper and weigh it down to ensure that it is completely wet (if you live with an individual who is less devoted to the art of watercolour than you, then a gravel tray from the garden centre will save your relationship, as well as water).


While the paper soaks, prepare four strips of gumstrip, each slightly longer than the dimensions of your paper. Leave machine-made paper for at least half an hour before removing and allowing to drain for a few minutes. Wellsized, handmade papers, however, may need several hours of soaking or their surface will be insufficiently absorbent to work on.


Once drained, place the paper on a drawing board (preferably sealed if it’s wooden, so that no lignin can seep from it and stain the back of the paper). Wet the gumstrip sparingly and place it around the paper, so that half of each strip is over the paper and the other half over the board. Run a soft sponge around all four sides to soak up any excess water, then place the board flat and allow to dry naturally. As a precaution, pop a damp sponge onto the paper and leave it there to gather up any water that might pool on the surface. This can prevent the paper from slipping out from under the gumstrip before it is properly dry.


MASKING FLUID


Masking fluid is a cream, blue or transparent latex solution, which is used to prevent colour from settling on specific parts of your painting. Particularly useful for preserving highlights or fine detail, it can be peeled or rubbed off without trace when dry.


Nine times out of ten, my attempts to use masking fluid result in a painting that looks like an explosion in a toothpaste factory. There are those who can use it well and with subtlety, but its application requires practice and every watercolourist I know has wrecked at least one brush while grappling with the stuff. There are applicators of various kinds on the market to help you overcome the perils of coating your masterpiece in quick-drying rubber solution, but the best in my opinion is still an old-fashioned brush. Even if you’re reckless enough to use your best sable, all you need do to protect the hair is dip it in neat washing-up liquid first, then give it a gentle wipe so that only a thin coating of detergent remains (or you’ll end up with a frothy picture). The moment you’re done with the masking fluid, rinse the brush thoroughly in water and it should live to paint another picture.



THE PERFECT FLAT WASH


The holy grail of the watercolour world, the perfect flat wash can be yours if you observe the following conditions.


First, you will need well-sized paper, a soft brush, plenty of dilute colour and a bit of help from gravity. Now tape your paper to a board and tip it slightly to about 20 or 30 degrees. Soak your brush in the colour and run it lightly in a strip across the paper. A ‘bead’ of denser-looking colour should form along the bottom edge of the strip, but the surface tension of the water should prevent it from running down the paper. You should now be able to pick up that bead without replenishing the brush. To do so, return to where you began your strip of colour and gently place the tip of the brush into the bead and paint another strip. As you do so, the surface tension will break and the colour will run further down and along the paper. Repeat until your brush runs out of colour.
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