
You might think that all you have to do is wet your brush, dip it in the 
paint and start painting, but life and art are rarely that simple!  
 
Watercolour is an unpredictable medium at the best of times, so we 
need to gain as much control over it as possible. If you can learn to mix 
your paint to the right consistency every time, then you are half-way 
there to mastering the art. 
In this session we will practice doing just that. 
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1. Using Ultramarine blue, mix up as dark a colour as you can (use 
lots of paint), and as light a colour as you can (use less paint and 
lots of water). 
Paint a  2cm (1”) square of each., as shown (right). 

When mixing your paint  
don’t be miserly! Make a good 
puddle of paint to use and make 
sure your brush is wet with paint so 
that it flows easily onto the paper. 
Remember  - we are painting 
watercolour, so use plenty of water! 
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2. Now try mixing three shades in between these two, using different paint to water ratios. Paint the darkest 
first, then the lightest, followed by the middle one, which should be halfway between the two. Lastly paint in the 
other two squares. Try and be as accurate as you can, and if it doesn’t work the first time then try again. It’s 
harder than it looks, but gaining control over paint like this is such an important lesson to learn! 

Test out your colours on a scrap of paper to 
see if they are right before you commit to 
putting them down on your painting. 

3. Now try this again with another dark colour, such as Alizarin Crimson or Burnt Sienna. 
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This is because you have put too much 
wet paint down on the paper and have 
formed a puddle. There needs to be just 
enough to flow easily from your brush, 
but not so much that it then makes a 
huge wet blob on the paper. You may be 
trying to get a real dark by putting down 
lots of paint, but it will never dry like this! 
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 Dip your brush into clean water, then 
straight into your moist blue paint. Swirl 
the brush around to pick up as much paint 
as possible and you should end up with a 
really deep colour. The key is to have your 
paint kept moist all the time. You will never 
get a really dark colour with dry paint. 
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Good painting is all to do with variety, and when it comes to putting paint onto paper there are a lot of variations 
we can use. How we hold and use our brush will determine the sorts of marks we make, as much as the type of 
brush we use. Try these exercises and see how you can make different marks.  
 

A  Here’s a way of holding a brush to get very 
controlled strokes. It’s very much like holding a pen. 
You can be very precise in where you put the paint. 
 
This is a ‘natural’ way of holding a brush, and is 
probably the way you will automatically pick up and 
start to use a brush. However, there are other ways . . . 
 

B Hold the brush loosely at the 
end, and see how much control 
you loose!  
 
Doing this really loosens up your 
brush strokes and is great for 
grasses, foliage, random lines - 
in fact anything that needs to 
look fresh and uncontrolled.  

C  Hold your brush between thumb and fingers like this 
and then turn your wrist through 90 degrees so that your 
fingertips are almost touching the paper and the brush is 
parallel to the paper surface. Drag the brush across the 
paper with the hairs scraping sideways. They should leave 
a patterned and broken patch of paint as shown here. 
The dryer your brush is the more broken the line will be. 
Try using a wet brush and a dry brush and see the 
difference  

 

A 

B 

C 

When you are painting you can use your arm, wrist and hands in a variety of ways to give you greater 
control and flexibility of your brush.  
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1. Hold a round brush as in A above and just move your fingers to paint detailed lines and tiny 
squares and circles. See how much control you have! 
 
2. Now, using the same brush, make bigger marks by keeping your fingers still but moving your wrist. 
Perhaps paint a patch of grass with upward strokes of the brush. 
 
3. Then, keep your fingers and wrist still, and paint from your elbow. You will be making bigger 
sweeps of the brush now – this is a good movement for painting larger areas such as skies. 
 
4. Finally, work from your shoulder, without bending your other joints. This should give you real 
freedom of expression! 
 



 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

These are some of the marks you can make with a round brush 
used in different ways. 
 
1.  Brush held as in A  
 
2.  Brush held as in A but pressed down and then lifted to give a 
     wavy line 
 
3.  Brush held as in C and dragged 
 
4.  Brush held as in A but paint scrubbed on randomly 
 
5.  Brush held as in B and paint flicked on loosely 
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These are some of the marks you can make with a flat brush 
used in different ways. 
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Here are some of the marks you can make with a rigger 
brush used in different ways. 
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Boring brushstrokes make boring paintings ! 
Or to put it another way, the livelier and more varied your brushstrokes, the more interesting your 

painting will be. You can use your brush marks to render all kinds of textures and to describe the shape of 
objects. Small curved strokes can make pebbles, or waves. Long marks can be grass or fence posts, or the 
shadows under roofs. Dabbed on spotty marks can look like foliage.  Try and be as inventive and as 
expressive as you can when painting and your work will really stand out!  



Paul Klee 
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How wet the paper is will greatly influence your brush strokes. So far we have 
been experimenting on dry paper and the marks you have made will have had 
crisp and very definite edges.   
 
But now try wetting your paper with a brush dipped in clean water, or with a 
wet sponge, and then paint onto this. What happens? The paint will spread out 
and soften and anything you paint will look soft, hazy and out of focus.   
 
The wetter the paper, the more the paint will spread. Notice also how the paint 
is paler as it is diluted in the water on the paper surface.  Here is my attempt at 
this exercise (right). 
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Take a look at these three very different paintings by past masters of the art of watercolour. See how they have 
used lively brush strokes to give energy to their work. Just imagine how dull the paintings would be if everything 
had been laid down in flat and even areas of colour. 

Joseph Mallord William Turner 
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John Singer Sargent 
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Learning how to lay down an area of flat colour (known as a wash) is key to painting in watercolour. You will use 
washes whenever you paint a sky, or a vase, or a face, or in fact any part of the painting where you need a flat 
even layer of paint.  It is certainly a skill worth practicing until you get it right. 
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1. Tape your paper to your backing board with masking tape or 
gummed tape, so that it won’t move about. Put your backing 
board onto your stand, or lean it up against a book, so that there 
is a gentle slope from top to bottom. This helps the paint flow 
down the paper.  
 
2. Then mix up a good pool of paint in water – I’ve used 
ultramarine blue here for this demonstration, but you can use 
whichever colour you like.  
 
3. Load your no.10 round brush with as much paint as it will 
hold, and lay down a line of very wet paint onto your paper as in 
figure 1.  You should have a puddle of water at the base of the 
line as shown. If you don’t it means that you haven’t loaded your 
brush enough. 
 
4. Immediately touch the bottom edge of this puddle with the tip 
of your brush and paint another line. You can go back in the 
reverse direction if you like – it doesn’t really matter as long as 
you are quick. (fig 2) 
 
5. Again pick up the bottom of the puddle with the tip of your 
brush and make another sweep across the page. If your puddle 
has been used up by now, then rewet your brush from your 
paint pool and carry on. 
 
6. Keep painting like this until you have reached the end of the 
area you want to paint. Dry your brush off on some kitchen roll, 
tissue or old rag, and use the tip of this ‘thirsty brush’ to carefully 
soak up any remaining puddle of paint on the paper. Lay the 
paper flat and allow to dry.  
 
If all has gone well you should now have a nice even, flat area 
of paint. 

Figure 1 

Figure 2 

The end result 
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This happens for one of two reasons. 
Either you have taken a bit too long to lay 
down the paint and each line of paint has 
begun to dry before the next one is 
added. Or It could also be because you 
have not used the tip of the brush to pick 
up the bottom of the puddle, but have 
gone back too much over the first line, 
effectively laying down two layers of paint 
in some places. 
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These back runs or cauliflowers 
are caused by you giving in to the 
temptation to go back into the 
wash as it is drying, in order to tidy 
it up a bit. Perhaps you had some 
white paper showing through, or a 
streak had appeared, and you went 
back in with your brush to sort it 
out. You must� never do this, 
because the end result will always 
be worse than the problem you are 
seeking to cure. Once a wash is 
down – leave it alone! 
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Flat washes are just one type of wash you can practice. Here is another – the graduated wash. This is useful for 
areas where the colour fades out to nothing. Most skies will get lighter nearer the horizon and this technique is good 
for showing that. 
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1. Mix up a good pool of paint as before, and lay down a line of wash 
as if you were going to paint a flat wash.  
 
2.  Now dip your brush into clean water, dab it off a bit on the side of 
your water container, so that it is not completely awash with paint, and 
use this diluted brushload to paint your next line of the wash.  
 
3.  Dilute the third line in the same way and so on until you are just 
painting with clean water. You should end up with a wash that gets 
evenly lighter and lighter as it goes down.  
 A graduated wash 
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Draw a random shape 
about 4” (10cm) square, 
and paint a flat wash inside 
the shape. You will need to 
concentrate on the edges 
this time. 
 

Draw another shape 
and try a graduated 

wash inside it 
 

Draw a random 
shape inside a 
square box and 
paint a flat wash 

around it 

Try this with a 
graduated 

wash as well. 
 

You will probably find that you have to move away from painting in horizontal lines and begin to colour in small 
areas of the shape at a time. That’s fine, but remember to keep the paint wet and with a puddle at the bottom all 
the time. That way it won’t dry out and cause back runs or stripes. 
 
All these exercises will give you lots of control in handling your paints and brushes, and you will use them in almost 
every painting you will ever do. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Here’s our drawing, which you can copy. Draw the lines 
faintly with a pencil. The picture measures 7” x 5” 
(18cm x 12cm) 

 
I use masking tape to mark off the edges of my painting 
so that it leaves a nice crisp edge when removed at the 
end. 
 
You will need your no. 10 and no. 4 round brushes, and 
cerulean blue, ultramarine blue, cadmium red, raw 
sienna, burnt sienna and lemon yellow paints. 
 

Step 1. Mix up a good quantity of cerulean blue. Make 
sure you have a good puddle of weak paint, more than 
enough to paint the sky and sea.  Tilt the paper (using 
your board and supports) and wash in the sky as evenly 
as you can using your no. 10 round brush.  
Then use this same mix to paint the sea. It doesn’t 
matter if you leave a few white bits in the sea, as we’ll 
be painting over some of it anyway. Be careful to paint 
around the palm trunk but don’t worry if you go over the 
branches as we’ll be painting darker leaves on top. Lay 
flat and leave to dry. 
 

Step 2. Make up a weak mix of ultramarine blue with a 
touch of cadmium red into a dull purple colour. Use your 
no. 4 round brush to paint in the distant hills. Start at the 
top and work down. Leave some white patches nearer the 
bottom as the brush dries out. Leave to dry. 
 
We’ll use the no. 4 brush for the rest of the painting. 

Step 3. Mix some raw sienna with water and spot this 
onto the island by ‘stabbing’ the point of the brush onto 
the paper. While this is still wet, add in some burnt 
sienna in the same way, so that the two colours mix 
and dapple the island. Paint the trunk with raw sienna 
and then pick out some of the leaves and the grasses 
with flicked strokes of paint.  
 
Keep your brush strokes in the ‘direction of flow’ of the 
object you are painting. For the grasses start at their 
base and flick the brush upwards and off the paper so 
as to leave a wider base and a pointed top to each 
blade. 
Add a shadow line down the left side of the trunk when 
dry, and some growth rings across it with burnt sienna. 
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Let’s have a go at a small painting using our washes and different kinds of brush strokes. 

1 

2 

3 



 

Step 4. Make a bluish green with a mix of ultramarine 
blue and lemon yellow and use your brush creatively to 
add in more grasses and leaves on the palm.  I have 
flicked the paint on and scrubbed the brush sideways in 
places for the grasses, and ‘stabbed’ and flicked paint 
on for the leaves.  
Even though I have some drawn lines here I am not 
trying to stick too closely to them because that would 
inhibit me too much. Instead I am just using them as a 
rough guide to where things should be, and allowing my 
brush full of paint to creatively ‘do its thing’! 

Step 5. Use lemon yellow to fill in the branches, 
and scrub it on to the patch of grass to make 
random marks (see detail below). 

Step 6. Use ultramarine blue to add 
some waves to the sea, using long 
sweeping movements of the brush. If 
you like you can soften these a little by 
gently brushing over them with some 
clean water.  
  
And that’s it! 
 
Not perhaps a masterpiece, but a good 
exercise in using your brush! 

Here is the same picture painted in flat areas of one colour 
each. It’s rather boring and simplistic, isn’t it?  
See how our technique of mixing brush strokes really helps to 
bring a painting alive and make it far more interesting 

If you have time, why not make up your own simple picture and have another go. 
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