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Introduction


Art has undergone countless evolutions since man executed those first paintings on cave walls. Modern artists can choose from a dizzying array of mediums and methods. At the same time, the use of natural, nonmanufactured materials has growing appeal in this age of ecological awareness.


Stone painting represents the perfect marriage of old and new. Technological advances have given us tough, inexpensive acrylic paints and finishes. And weathered rocks can be found all over the world. They are, in fact, so common and plentiful that they are considered by most people to be of little or no value. But for me, collecting stones to paint is like a treasure hunt.


I stumbled onto the art of stone painting by accident after years of doing pen and inks and watercolors. Like many selling artists, I was frustrated by the tidy sums I had tied up in inventory between sales. It seemed the costs of matting, framing and glassing my work were always on the rise.
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Shortly after moving to the Ozark Mountains of northwest Arkansas, I picked up a stone the size and shape of a baking potato at a local creek. It looked so much like a rabbit that I felt moved to take it home and give it eyes, ears and a fluffy cotton tail. From the moment I placed tiny white sparkles in the eyes, I was hooked. The transformation from a dull creek rock into a wild rabbit, one that actually seemed to be looking back at me, was almost magical.


Over the past fifteen years I have painted thousands of stone animals. My menagerie has expanded to include creatures as diverse as reptiles, birds and practically anything with a fur coat.


Along the way I’ve shared my enthusiasm for this unique medium with others. With a little guidance, people of all ages and levels of ability can also experience the magic of “bringing stones to life.”


I hope this book will inspire anyone with an artistic bent to give the exciting and fulfilling medium of stone painting a try.


Getting Started


The most pleasing results begin with selecting the right stones for your projects. The best ones are those that have been tumbled and rounded off by water. The logical place to look, therefore, is around moving water. Beaches, creek beds and riverbeds are all sites that offer good pickings. If you are not aware of such places in your area, ask around. Fishermen and other sportsmen can probably offer tips on where to look.


There are a few regions, such as along the Gulf Coast, where suitable stones don’t occur naturally. But even in these areas you can locate nurseries and other businesses that sell smooth stones for rock gardens or landscaping purposes. Even landscape stones should cost far less than most traditional art supplies.


In your travels, learn to watch for promising sites. Remember, though, that most state and national parks have rules against taking anything from within their boundaries, including even lowly rocks. Nevertheless, there are abundant roadside creeks and streams where you can gather stones to your heart’s content. In all the years I have been collecting them, I have never had a single landowner object.


A few stone types should be avoided. If your area offers sandstones, be aware that some may be in the process of final breakdown. I call this condition “rock rot.” Check for it by rubbing your hand lightly over the stone’s surface. If loose particles of sand brush away easily, the surface may not accept paint well and the rock should be discarded.


Also consider overall surface smoothness when choosing stones for painting. Some stones are lightly pitted, and you’ll find that a bit of texture will add to the appeal of your finished work. But overly rough or pebbly surfaces may hinder crisp fur lines and other vital details.
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As a rule, I reject any stone with a harsh angle or jagged, broken edges. Sometimes a bad side can be used as the base, but generally speaking, beginners should select the smoothest, most uniform rocks available. Odd lumps, creases or cracks don’t necessarily make a stone unusable, however. With experience you will learn to see how such defects may actually enhance the realism of your work. For instance, a protruding lump may prove the perfect site for your animal’s head, a haunch or even a shoulder blade. A crease or superficial crack might be incorporated to form the tail or define two separate forms as I did with this double squirrel stone. Holes or other small flaws that can’t be worked into the design can be camouflaged by filling them in with a bit of 3 in One brand Plastic Wood, a product that dries quickly and can be painted over. I have also used plastic wood to stabilize the base of a “tippy” rock.


Another type of stone I am rarely able to use is the overly flat kind. Such stones simply don’t offer enough volume to provide the illusion of contour. Reject any stone that is not at least a couple of inches thick.
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The last requirement is that the stone should sit on one more or less flat side. Stones that wobble or fall over don’t make good animals. But try turning stones over and around before disqualifying them. Many will have one flatter side that works as the base.


It is a good idea to thoroughly clean your rocks before you begin painting. Use scouring powder or foaming bathroom cleaner and a scrub brush to remove loose debris and caked-on algae, and allow the stone to dry.
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SELECTING PAINT


One question that often comes up is, “Can I display my painted rocks outside?” Although the quality of acrylic paints has improved steadily over the years, I always recommended against prolonged exposure to the elements, as it may result in fading or general deterioration. Then I found DecoArt’s Patio Paint, a paint formulated specifically to resist weathering and designed for porous surfaces like bird baths, stepping stones and… rocks! I began using DecoArt’s Patio Paint for my own pieces and have been happy with the results. However, there are a few colors not yet available, and for those I’ve specified other brands. If you don’t plan to display your rock art outdoors, there is certainly no reason not to use paints you already have on hand. The conversion chart on this page will help you match Patio Paint colors to those of other brands.


I prefer to work with a limited number of colors, combining them to create variations when needed. An easy way to combine paints into the specified ratios is to cluster paint droplets of the same size on your palette before mixing thoroughly.


SEALER


I am frequently asked how to seal the finished rock artwork. Patio Paint has a brush-on clearcoat, or you may prefer to use clear acrylic in spray-on form. Since my rocks are quite rough, I use a spray-on gloss acrylic from the local hardware store. It enriches the paint colors and provides extra protection. If the rocks in your area are smoother, you may prefer a matte or satin finish to avoid a distracting shine. If you don’t paint the bottoms of your rocks (and I usually don’t, since I prefer to have naked rock showing), seal the entire rock to prevent moisture from entering. I also recommend resealing your creations once a year if they are displayed outdoors.
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BRUSHES AND OTHER SUPPLIES


The rocks in my area of the Ozark Mountains are sandstone and have a texture similar to sandpaper. For this reason, I avoid buying expensive brushes. For delicate fur lines and details, my favorite brush is Loew-Cornell’s La Corneille Golden Taklon Script Liner Series 7050 in size 0 or 1. The long bristles will hold a lot of paint and I can use the brush on many rocks before the point begins to wear down. Loew-Cornell also makes some stiff, white-bristle craft brushes that are inexpensive and excellent for rock painting. I use wide, flat ones for basecoating and smaller flats for painting in tighter areas. As they wear down or get ragged, I can use them for scrubbing, a drybrush technique used to achieve a soft, diffused look. I’ve had some success with Silver Brush’s Ruby Satin Grass Comb, particularly on smoother stones. Sometimes the bristles on my older brushes will begin to separate from each other, allowing me to make multiple sets of lines with every stroke, a handy time-saver. Other brushes I sometimes find useful include a small round brush for filling in eyes and noses and a larger, soft-bristle brush for applying watery tints.


Recommended Supplies


• Loew-Cornell La Corneille Golden Taklon Script Liner Series 7050, size 0 or 1


• Silver Brush Ruby Satin Grass Comb


• assorted inexpensive stiff, white-bristle craft brushes


• white charcoal or chalk pencil


• regular graphite pencil or black charcoal pencil


• wood filler or putty


• spray acrylic sealer in gloss, semi-gloss, satin and/or matte finish
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You will also need white charcoal or white chalk pencils and regular graphite pencils or black charcoal pencils, all for sketching designs. I was given a narrow stick of soapstone that has been great for sketching onto dark rocks or over dark basecoats; these are available through suppliers of welding materials.


Occasionally an otherwise lovely rock is flawed by a hole or crack in an obvious spot. Wood filler or putty, available at most hardware stores, is excellent for filling in such spots and can be painted over when dry. Wood filler can also be used to build up a tippy base. I even used it to add ears to a Yorkie pup rock!


BRUSHSTROKES AND TECHNIQUES


Most pieces use the same simple techniques, all of which can be easily mastered. In watching new painters work, I’ve noticed a tendency to “sketch” with the brush: attempting to paint lines via a series of small feathery strokes. If you mix enough water into your paint, you should be able to pull a narrow yet bold line in one single smooth stroke, and in doing so have much better control and smoother, more defined lines.


Practice holding your brush almost perpendicular to the surface you’re painting on, allowing the paint to flow off the very tip for crisp, delicate fur lines. Try using your pinkie finger to anchor your hand to the rock as you paint for additional stability and control.
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An upright brush and an anchoring finger give control.


PAINT CONSISTENCY


Add varying amounts of water to your paint and practice making test strokes on old newspaper until you can make a dozen or more crisp, narrow fur lines with a single brushload. Once you’ve gotten a feel for the proper consistency, mixing paint will become second nature.


I paint on top of old newspapers, not just to protect my table, but because it allows me to easily wipe excess paint or water off my brushes and to check the consistency of my paint.
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Clusters of fur strokes


To create the look of wavy fur, try clustering sets of strokes that fan out slightly, each set remaining distinct from those around it.
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Layering fur lines


For large areas of fur, create a row of longer strokes, then move halfway up and make another row that overlaps the first. Successive overlapping layers will create the unbroken look of a realistic coat for your animal.
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Splinter strokes


Very short, very thin strokes painted in dense rows are what I refer to as “splinter strokes,” used primarily to define important features while adding furry texture to a piece.
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Scrubbed-on paint


Another simple technique, used mainly to create shadows, is to use a stiff or worn-toa-nub brush with fairly dry paint to “scrub” the pigment into place. Scrubbing with a dry brush yields a soft, diffused look without sharp edges or noticeable brushstrokes.


TINTING


Tinting is another helpful technique for softening or altering fur colors. Like hair dye, tinting is a transparent wash loose enough that lighter lines show through while darker colors are unaffected.


As with most skills, practice makes perfect. Experience will give your work polish and added realism. But even new painters can achieve results they’ll be proud to show off. Collect photographs of animals. Often by studying a picture I can begin to isolate geometric shapes that will help me to capture the likeness of a particular animal. See the next chapter on painting your pet’s portrait for more information on this. Stretch your skills by tackling new subjects and experimenting with various techniques until you find what works best for you. Experience the magic of transforming a rock into a unique piece of art for yourself. I guarantee that you’ll never look at rocks the same way again.
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How to Paint a


Ladybug


The simple design and bold colors make this ladybug an ideal first stone to paint.


As with every project in this book, success depends on selecting the right rock to begin with. A potential ladybug stone might be as small as a bottle cap or as big as a dinner plate, but your best bet is to look for a smooth stone between 2″ and 4″ in diameter. If your rock is too large your “bug” risks losing the appeal of being cute. On the other hand, a stone smaller than 2″ across will require far more skill and concentration.


The stone you choose may be perfectly round or slightly oval in shape so long as it is symmetrical. The best bugs are rounded like a dome on top, but your stone may be only slightly curved on top and still work. The bottom side, however, must be fairly flat.
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A perfect ladybug stone.
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Ladybug rocks can be round, oval or tear-shaped.




What You’ll Need


• black, red (or other bright color of your choice), white and blue acrylic paints


• a 1″-wide brush


• a medium, tapered brush


• a narrow script liner brush


• a pencil


• sheet of paper (optional)


• scissors


• a note card
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1 Layout.


When you have found a promising stone, scrub and let it dry. Then sketch the wings on freehand as shown. Or, if you prefer, use the template method to lay out the wings.
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Wing pattern.
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1. Set your stone on a piece of paper and carefully trace all the way around the bottom with a pencil.
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2. Cut out the circle or oval you just traced.
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3. Fold it in half. The curving side will serve as the plate for the ladybug’s wings.
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4. With a pencil and ruler or other straightedge, draw a line down the exact center of your stone.
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5. Place the curved edge of your template so it covers half of the stone. Now carefully trace around the curved edge of your template. Flip the pattern over and reposition to make a matching curved line on the opposite side.
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Wing design.


Your stone should be divided into three sections: two equal wings and a slightly smaller head area, leaving only a slight triangle showing at the tail end where the wings curve in opposite directions. Round out your wing shapes into ovals. If your first attempt isn’t satisfactory, simply scrub away the pencil marks and try again.


2 Painting the Black Areas.


Pour a small puddle of black acrylic paint into your painting dish. If you’re using craft paint you probably won’t need to add water. With tube paint, however, you may need to experiment with water to obtain the right consistency. The paint should be loose enough to apply easily, but retain enough body for solid coverage. If your paint is runny or if the stone shows through when dry, your paint was too thin and may require a second coat. If, on the other hand, your brush drags dryly over the stone and coverage is rough and broken, try moistening your paint by adding drops of water sparingly.
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Cover every part of the stone except the wings.


Use black to cover every part of the stone except the oval wings and the bottom of the stone. You can use a larger brush for most areas, but switch to your smallest brush to paint the line where the two wings come together on top. This line should not be more than ⅛’’ wide. Allow the black paint to dry thoroughly before you go on to the next step.
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Turn your stone to paint around the wings.


3 Adding Wing Color.


Have you decided what color you want your bug to be? Red, yellow and orange are all good choices, but lighter colors may need several coats for complete coverage. Paint around the edges of the wings, keeping your strokes steady. If you need more than one coat, let the paint dry between applications.


Tum your stone around as you paint to insure that your wings are colored in all the way around. If you accidently paint over the black undercoat at any point, don’t panic. Simply allow the area to dry, then go over it with a little more black paint to repair the place.
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Red, yellow and orange are good choices for wing colors.
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Suggested spot designs.


4 Painting the Spots.


How many decorative spots you paint and where they go is up to you. You may only want a couple of large spots on each side, or you may decide to scatter smaller ones about. However many you choose to paint, be sure to space them uniformly so they don’t touch or overlap. Both wings should match. Use a pencil to sketch spots on the dried wing areas. Remember that sketch marks can be painted over at any point and redone until you are satisfied.


[image: image]


You can sketch the spots on freehand with a pencil.
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If you don’t feel you can paint a round spot freehand or if you want all the spots exactly the same size, try making a stencil. (1) Trace a circle of the desired size on a note card or other stiff material. (2) Cut out the center. (3) Line the hole up over one of the spots you sketched onto your stone. Press firmly around the edges of the stencil to hold it in place and use your medium brush to dab on just enough black paint to fill in the circle. Carefully lift the card straight up to avoid smearing. Allow each spot to dry before going on to the next. To speed things up, switch to the other wing and work there while waiting. (4) After you have completed your pattern of spots and let them dry, you may need to go around some of them with the wing color and smallest brush to smooth rough edges.


5 The Face.


Your bug’s personality will be determined by the expression she wears. I prefer a happy look, but there are many other choices.


Whether you use one of my expression designs or make up your own, take extra care when painting your bug’s features. Use a small brush and be sure the paint is thick enough to show up against the black background of the face. You may have to go over the features more than once to make them stand out clearly. If you aren’t happy with your first attempt, you can always paint out what you don’t like and try again.


To protect your bug and make the colors look brighter, you may wish to seal the surface. Use spray-on polyurethane or wipe on an acrylic finish such as Future floor polish with a lint-free cloth.


After you’ve painted a ladybug or two, you may feel like really going buggy! Bugs come in an amazing array of shapes and colors. Books about insects are a great place to get ideas for other kinds of bugs to try painting. Or use your imagination to come up with your own make-believe bugs.
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Buggy expressions.
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Use thick white paint for the eyeballs.
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Adding antennae.


[image: image]


An array of colorful bugs.
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How to Paint a


Snake


These “rocky reptiles” are only a little more involved than ladybugs and make another excellent project for beginning stone painters. My stone coral snake has an interesting pattern of variegated bands that is colorful yet still relatively simple to paint.


The best snake stones are either round or oval, 6″ to 7″ in diameter and 2″ or 3″ thick at their center. As with all stone projects, begin by scrubbing your stone and allowing it to dry.
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A perfect snake rock.
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Round or oval rocks work well as snakes.




What You’ll Need


• acrylic paints in black, yellow, red and white


• large, medium and narrow brushes


• a pencil
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1 Layout.


Sketch an elongated head in the middle of the stone. To get the proper proportions, try tracing around the first joint of your thumb (if your thumb is very small, ask to “borrow” someone else’s thumb).


Next rotate the stone so the head points to your left. (Not all snakes have to face left, but it will be easier to follow these instructions if your first one does.) Place your pencil on the upper line of the head and extend that line so it curves up and loops back around to meet at the middle of the head. This loop forms the center of your snake’s coils.


Now place your pencil at the end of the lower head line and begin to form the coils. Try to keep all the coils around the same width (1″ or so).


As you near the bottom edge of your stone, narrow the width until you have nearly run out of room. At that point, allow the upper and lower lines to gradually come together to form the tip of the tail.


That completes your basic layout. Now you can fine-tune some of the details. Coral snakes have blunt, oval-shaped heads. If you choose to do a different kind of snake at some point, you may want to modify the shape of the head to reflect variations between species.


[image: image]


Snake head varieties.


2 Painting the Coils.


With black paint and a medium-sized brush, outline the coils and fill in the area that forms the center between your snake’s coils. Also darken the spaces above and below where the tail tapers off. Set your stone down and turn it, checking that no bare stone shows below your bottommost coil.


[image: image]


Painting the coil lines.
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Taper the tip of the tail.


3 Laying Out the Rings.


Laying out the pattern is easy. Coral snakes have a black snout followed by a fairly wide yellow band covering the remainder of the head. A slightly wider black band falls at the neck. At this point begin a repeating pattern of wide red bands with alternating, equally wide black bands sandwiched between skinny yellow bands. Continue this to where the tail tapers to a point. There the pattern reverts to black-yellow-black-yellow in diminishing bands to the tip. As you sketch in the pattern for these bands, curve your lines to create the illusion that your coils are rounded, not flat.
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Use letters to color code your ring patterns.


4 Painting the Bands.


Paint the yellow areas first. Use a medium-sized brush and begin with the band at the head. It will probably take two coats to get a solid, vivid color. Next switch to red and fill in the area right behind the first yellow band. Leave the next wide band blank. From there on, color in every other wide band with red. Note that the joints between color bands do not have to be perfectly even or clean. In fact, a deliberate, slightly jagged effect where the colors meet creates more realism.


When the red areas have dried, complete the pattern by filling in the black bands.
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Sketching the bands.
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Yellow bands.


[image: image]


Red bands.
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Black bands.


5 Finishing Touches.


After the black areas have dried, paint in a small red eye circle with your narrowest brush. The eye should be placed in the black area of the snout about ⅛″ from the beginning of the first yellow band. Using the same fine brush, define individual coils by mixing a drop of red paint with just enough black to get a deep maroon color. Stroke three or four thin, closely spaced horizontal lines along the bottom half of every red band. These brush lines need not be perfectly uniform. Your snake will actually look more realistic if they are somewhat uneven and random.
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Highlight the red coils with maroon strokes.
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The bottom of the eye should rest on the imaginary midline of the head.
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Heighten your snake’s realism with horizontal lines along the bottom of each coil.
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Separate adjacent black coils with thin gray lines.
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Highlight black coils with gray.


Rinse your brush well and switch to a light gray by mixing small amounts of black and white. Use this color to redefine any area where two black portions of successive coils are touching. Also outline around the tip of the snout, and paint in a mouth line as shown. Then, as you did previously with the maroon, use this gray to highlight the top and bottom of each black band. These strokes will suggest light reflected off the curving coils. Remember to highlight the tip of the tail so that it, too, will stand out. Finally, use a tiny dot of pure white to create a sparkle of light in your snake’s eye.


When the paint has dried, apply liquid or spray finish to bring the colors out more vividly. Don’t forget to sign your finished artwork!


Once you’ve mastered the basics, there are endless varieties of snakes that are fun to paint. And if these more realistic-looking snakes give you the willies, try painting a fantasy serpent instead. Use the wildest color schemes you can imagine, and dream up your own patterns to create fun, fanciful decorative pieces.
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A striking likeness of a coral snake.
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Fantasy serpents.
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How to Paint a


Stone Turtle
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