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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 and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


Watercolour painting is often seen as a very traditional medium, for bucolic, beautiful views fit for an art gallery, or, at the other end of the scale, a chocolate box. Watercolour techniques can seem highly technical, hard to understand and inaccessible. It looks to the beginner like a club that you can’t get into – the artistic bouncers eye you up and after careful consideration say, no, I’m afraid you’re not coming in.


That’s exactly how I felt about watercolour for many years. I didn’t connect with it as a medium and so I largely overlooked it in favour of more ‘accessible’ media. I did learn the basics of water-based paint when I studied as a young graphic design student, but many of the techniques didn’t stick because I saw watercolour painting as the past and new media, such as markers, as the future.


So when I was asked to write this book I have to admit I was challenged. Urban... watercolour?


For me personally, the very idea of urban drawing was the antithesis of watercolour. As an urban artist, my work is fast, edgy, challenging, grungy and representative of the urban environment. I had no conception of how watercolour, the old-school, genteel medium, could represent faithfully this approach and the subject matter I loved so much.


But I couldn’t have been more wrong. As I explored the techniques watercolourists used in their work, I found that these techniques really worked for me as an urban artist. I knew the basics with pen, brush, water and paint thanks to my art school education, so I set out to create a book aimed at people who want to explore the medium of watercolour without being encumbered with technical baggage or an art education. I found that watercolour was, in actual fact, one of the most accessible and spontaneous media that required only a bit of planning and a small amount of bravery.


This book is for you, the sketcher or beginner artist, who likes the idea of splashing a bit of colour around on your drawings without the pretension of high-brow art. Watercolour can be so easy to use and this book will show you how to prepare some basic equipment and materials that will get you great results.


If you’ve read my previous book, you’ll know how much I love to get out and about sketching in the city, and this book is an extension of that, with encouragement to get out and create great paintings on location. Throughout the book are 15 step-by-step exercises that will take you on a journey from the very basics of watercolour through to more advanced painting techniques.


I don’t pretend that this book is the most exhaustive book ever written on watercolour. There are lots of overly tricky techniques that I’ve left out because I want to encourage you to experiment with watercolour and not be intimidated by the medium. There are also plenty of more complex fine art watercolour books out there if you want a more elaborate exploration of the medium. But I’ve been excited to see people in my classes using watercolour in urban drawing on an everyday basis and my aim with this book is to open the door for everyone to dip their toe in the water and try the medium out.


I have unexpectedly fallen in love with watercolour during the writing of this book. I had thought the fiddling around with water, brushes and paint would be a barrier to creating, but it simply isn’t. I’ve discovered the ease of paint application, the happy accidents, the energy of painting and the ability to mix thousands of colours from a small palette. My hope is that this book opens an artistic door for you to come on this journey towards loving watercolour with me.
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Equipment and materials


You don’t need to spend a lot of money to get started painting with watercolour. All you need is paper, paint, a brush, pen or pencil and, of course, water. However, there is a bewildering array of watercolour products out there and in this section of the book, I’ll try to help you choose what is right for you, and get rid of any barriers to putting brush to paper.


My first piece of advice would be to keep it simple with your watercolour equipment and materials. Then, as you progress, you can invest further. If you are a beginner and finding your feet with the medium, try experimenting with one or two low-cost options – there are plenty out there. Then, if you find you’re enjoying watercolour, it will give you the confidence to experiment further with different brushes, pens, paper or paints.


Experienced watercolour artists have an extensive range of tried-and-tested materials that they know perform well for them. I have participated in workshops where this wealth of knowledge can be intimidating to the beginner, but we all have to start somewhere. I have found that a compact watercolour set combined with humble materials will do a perfectly good job in most urban watercolour situations.


I also find recommendations from other artists to be a great way of working out what equipment and materials may work for you. If you’re a member of a sketching group or online artist community, don’t be afraid to ask for tips on what works for artists whose work you admire. You’ll often be surprised to find out they keep it simple too.


Waterproof ink


Before you dive into gathering your watercolour materials, it is useful first to work out what kind of pen you will use for your linework. The first thing to ensure is that the ink you are using is one hundred percent waterproof. It may sound blindingly obvious, but the last thing you need is to be sketching a scene for an hour with a non-waterproof pen and then when you add colour, it bleeds everywhere. (When used intentionally, of course, this can be used to great effect – see the illustration).


A lot of pens say they are waterproof, but in fact they are not. Before you head out into the urban landscape, it’s always worth testing your equipment to make sure it will give you the results you desire. Is the pen making the right mark on the watercolour paper? Is the ink waterproof? A safety-first approach will ensure no costly mistakes are made and give you confidence when you’re live sketching.



PENS AND INK TYPES


Fineliner


Pigment fineliners are the go-to pen for the budding urban watercolour artist. They are easy to use, dry very quickly and give consistent results every time.


As a rule, pigment fineliners are the safe bet for use with watercolour and will stand firm against heavy water usage, but even with these pens, it’s prudent to wait until the ink is properly dry before adding the watercolour. There is a wide range of pens available at a range of price points and my advice would be to buy three or four individual pens and try them out. My nib of choice for watercolour sketching would be a 0.2mm or 0.3mm as I prefer a finer line, but remember it’s your sketch and if you prefer a thicker line, go for it.


Brands to consider: Faber-Castell Ecco Pigment, Sakura Micron Pigma, Staedtler Pigment, Shoreditch Sketcher


Fountain pen


Some sketchers use fountain pens to very good effect and the use of a steel pen nib can deliver a range of line weights and strokes that can be very satisfying. A fine nib can deliver very interesting line effects on a toothy (or heavily textured) watercolour paper. The same rules regarding ink apply to fountain pens: always use waterproof ink as most ink supplied with pens isn’t water fast. I have found that carbon ink is the best for watercolour use, but bear in mind fountain pen ink takes a little longer to dry than pigment liner ink, so make sure you hold off applying colour until completely dry.


Brands to consider: Platinum, Lamy, Sailor Brush sizes
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Dip pen and ink


Dip pens are pens that you physically dip into ink: there is no ink stored in them and they therefore need dipping in ink every few strokes. It may sound like a major inconvenience in comparison to the ease of modern pens, but this medium can deliver interesting, varied results and be a lot of fun.


Dip pens can also be used with pigment inks that can’t be used in some fountain pens. Remember the ink stays wet a lot longer, so smudging is a risk, and you really must wait until it dries before moving on to paint. Using a dip pen is more challenging than a pigment liner or pencil so I’d recommend that you give these pens a try after you have gained confidence with watercolour sketching.


Brands to consider: Winsor & Newton, Nikko, Tachikawa


TIP


Always start at the top of the drawing and work down to avoid smudging your work. This applies to most sketching but is of particular relevance when you are working with ink.
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Pencil types suitable for watercolour


Pencil is very watercolour friendly and pretty much every kind of lead pencil is suitable for watercolour use. There are no worries about bleeding and the carbon in the pencil doesn’t interact with the water and sits beautifully beneath the paint. Pencil lines can also be very forgiving and the line weights can be varied, from soft to hard and fine to bold. When the watercolour has dried, pencil can also be worked on top of the paint.


Pencils are graded from 9H (hard) to 9B (black). For the beginner I would recommend getting a set of good-quality artist pencils from HB to 9B (don’t bother with the H range of pencils as they are too hard for watercolour paper). It is much easier to correct soft pencil lines using a putty rubber, while hard lines are difficult to erase.


I always opt for a pencil between HB and 4B when sketching with watercolour, depending on the desired line and subject matter. For more detailed scenes, use a harder pencil; for looser, fluid subject matter, go softer. Always keep the lead sharpened in the pencil using a brass pencil sharpener, scalpel or sandpaper to ensure your lines are crisp and delicate. Clutch pencils are excellent for live sketching too: the lead is retractable and protected from damage, and some even come with a built-in sharpener.


Brands to consider: Koh-I-Noor, Derwent Graphic, Staedtler Lumograph, Winsor & Newton


Brushes


Watercolour brushes come in a bewildering array of sets and ranges, from basic student sets to eye-wateringly expensive professional ranges. This can feel like a minefield for experienced artists, let alone beginners.


Essentially, there are two types of brushes: synthetic brushes and natural brushes made from animal hair. The difference between the two ranges will barely be discernible for the beginner or intermediate artist in terms of your finished artwork, but the price difference is significant for obvious reasons.


My advice is that while you are finding your way with the medium of watercolour, begin by purchasing a basic set of brushes and a basic watercolour set. There really is no need to overspend at this stage. If you find you are really enjoying watercolour, then you might want to upgrade to more expensive brushes at some point. In my opinion, you only really need two brushes – a 4 Round and 10 Round covers most urban sketching eventualities (the ‘round’ refers to the shape of the brush), but it can be good to have a few options which a starter set will provide.
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Portable watercolour sets


Portable watercolour sets are a brilliant way to try out watercolour in an urban environment. Everything is included in a compact set – paint, mixing palette, sponge and even the water is included in the barrel of the brush. They are the ultimate artist convenience, with everything you need in one place. I recommend starting here if you’ve never used watercolour before as the convenience of the set will tear down any barrier you might have to the medium.


The set I use has a wide range of bright colours and the brush is more than adequate for what I need. Just fill up the pen reservoir with water, and you’re good to go!


There can be a lot of snobbery around watercolour materials, but I love the way these sets make watercolour accessible to the beginner and enjoyable to use. My advice is to make a portable set your starting point.


Brands to consider: Shoreditch Sketcher, Cass Art
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Paints


If you’re not using an all-in-one watercolour set, you’ll need to buy the components of your kit separately. Remember, the aim of the urban watercolour sketcher is to travel light, and I always have that in mind when purchasing equipment.


Watercolour paints come in pans – little blocks of watercolour paint that you add water to – and tubes which contain liquid paint that needs water adding to it. As a rule of thumb, the tubes are at the top end of the price range and the pans are more accessible at mid to low end.


When buying a set of watercolour paints, it is worth starting with a smaller set which will still provide enough colours to mix any hue that you will need. One of the advantages of watercolour over markers is that you have every single colour you need in your palette, all you have to do is mix them.


The loose pans of paint can be a bit fiddly when you’re out and about, so I prefer the pans set into a tin or set for ease of use. It is all about personal preference, and you’ll work out which you prefer over time. My advice is to always go for the easy option, because there is already enough to think about when painting in an urban environment. The last thing you need is fiddly paints!


Brands to consider: Winsor & Newton, Cotman, Derwent, Cass Art, Kremer



Bag


I see people with watercolour equipment in carrier bags or canvas shoppers, which is fine of course, but it stresses me out! I like to have a bag that is fit for purpose and can comfortably carry my kit in an easily accessible fashion. Lots of pockets for the various tools and equipment is essential, and invariably I use a backpack as it leaves my hands free for quick sketching as and when.
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