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hold a painting together
with a pale background wash

In this seven part course | want to explore and learn from the painting techniques of seven of the world’s greatest
watercolour impressionists. One or two are still with us today, but most have long since died leaving a legacy of
wonderful paintings and inspiration for us to learn from. All the paintings we will use come from a wonderful book by
Ron Ranson called Watercolour Impressionists*, and | am indebted to the publishers for their kind permission to use
the pictures and to take quotes from the book.

I've chosen seven artists whose paintings | greatly admire. | have learned so much from them and | want to share this
with you. | have to say that | don’t know if the artists themselves would agree with my interpretation of their working
methods or their objectives, so | need to state at the outset that this is purely my understanding of what they have
achieved and how. But it is valuable nevertheless and | hope that as you go through this course you will also learn
much and develop your skill in painting fast and loose.

Let’s start by looking at the unique and somewhat stylised approach taken by
Frank Webb . I've chosen to begin with his style for two reasons. The first is
that his method of working is easy to reproduce. He paints in distinct layers
with a good drying (and thinking) time between each one. This makes it
easier for us to copy his style, as we only have one thing to think about at
each stage.

The second reason I've chosen his paintings to use at the very beginning is
that | want to expand our ideas about landscape painting, His pictures have
an abstract quality about them which forces us to look again at the scene
before us and work out how to simplify and abstract just the key features of
it. It's all about shapes, not ‘things’.

The first step is to copy the painting below , and I'll take you through this step-by-step.

I've included another two of Frank Webb’s paintings which you can copy if you would like to, and | would also
encourage you to work from a photo of your own, or even go outside and paint. By doing this you will learn the other
vital step of seeing ‘real life’ as a painting.
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* Watercolour Impressionists. Author: Ron Ranson,1989 Publishers: David & Charles ISBN 0715393383



At the very start of these projects it is good to assume three things:

1. Your painting won't ever be an exact copy, so don't get caught up on trying to copy the picture exactly. If
you do it will stop you from painting fast and loose and will cause you to start to fiddle and overwork the
piece. Try and copy as far as you can (get your colours nearly right and in nearly the right places) but then

3.

Step 1.

allow your own expression to take over.

It won't be easy! You may need to paint each picture a few times before it begins to go right, but don’t
worry — this is normal. If you are still struggling, then try painting it a different size as this sometimes helps.
Don’t despair if your first few attempts look terrible — just learn from them and try again.

In time your own style will begin to emerge. Just let it come.

The set up, showing my paper fastened to the backing board, and
held on an easel. The picture | am copying from is taped above it
so that | can easily refer to it.

Watch me paint this picture on the accompanying video

Draw the outline of the painting, Bill's Lumberyard, onto watercolour paper. I've given you the outline here. Use the
red lines to square up the picture onto your paper if you like, or draw it freehand.

My painting is 35 x 25cm (13.5” x 10”)
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Step 2.

Mix a large pool of a pale brown-yellow
paint (a mix of yellow ochre with
cadmium yellow), and then use a flat
brush to carefully cover all the paper
apart from the white areas, as shown
here. Leave it to dry.

This coat of pale colour achieves two
things in one go. Firstly it produces a
unifying colour that will show through all
the subsequent layers and will
harmonise the whole painting.

Secondly it allows us to leave the white
areas white so already we have two of
the four tonal values that are in the final
painting. Notice that the white areas on
the whole remain white throughout the
process.

Step 3.

Now mix up three pools of paint - a purple (ultramarine blue and alizarin
crimson), a dark green (ultramarine and yellow ochre) and a pool of
burnt sienna.

Use a flat brush to paint these as shown to produce mid-toned areas of
wet-in-wet colours. Link all objects that are joined together with the same
tone and paint each one as an abstract shape.

Mix large pools of the
colours you will need and
test them out first on some
scrap watercolour paper.

Step 4.

Finally mix a strong dark colourful black
(ultramarine blue and burnt sienna) and
- with a flat brush add all the dark areas.

Flick in a few strands of foreground grass
with a dark green and an ochre, and adjust
any of the areas that are now looking too
pale with a further wash of thin colour.

Be careful not to overwork it!




Here’'s a second painting to try and copy. There’s quite a complicated drawing here, but square it up or trace it onto
your watercolour paper.

Remember to leave your white areas when you apply the first pale wash — that's all you need to concentrate on at
that stage. Once you've got your pale wash and white areas clearly defined, you can begin to paint your second mid-
toned washes, followed by the darks and any details.

The colour scheme is much cooler than our previous painting, so | would suggest using a pale blue-violet colour for
the first unifying pale wash.

Once again use flat brushes for the painting.

Frank Webb says, “Most people judge us by
what we've done. We judge ourselves by
what we think we should be able to do”

“For him the thrill is in the beginning and brevity his
aim — he would do it in a single stroke if he could.”




Finally a third painting now that you are beginning to get the hang of it. Don’t worry if you have to try each painting a

few times before it ‘works’. This is absolutely normal.

“Frank Webb ruins much paper in pursuit of
excellence, but would always start a new
sheet than rectify a bad start. A large supply
of paper to him is like having many
tomorrows!”

Once again this painting has a cool colour theme, but there
are also some warm oranges and pinks which provide a
lovely contrast.

The white areas are so important in these paintings as they
provide the sunshine, and the rich and colourful darks
enhance this feeling of light.

Here are some helpful hints on getting good rich colourful darks.

1. Keep your paint moist. You need plenty of paint for dark colours, and you won'’t get this by scrubbing a
brush over hard dried paint in your palette. So keep your paint moist and soft by adding water to it
overnight. It should lift up easily onto your brush.

2. Don't use black on its own or to darken a colour, as it just deadens a painting. Mix your darks from two
dark complementary colours (those opposite each other on the colour wheel) So mix a dark green with a
dark red, or a dark blue with a dark brown. Two useful mixes are ultramarine blue + burnt sienna, or
viridian green + alizarin crimson.

All quotes taken with kind permission from Watercolour Impressionists. Author: Ron Ranson,1989 Publishers: David & Charles



