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Roger Bechtold, Tree Rhythm 1 and 2, 2008, oil on canvas, 20 × 20 inches (50.8 × 50.8 cm)

I have always been fascinated by the challenge of painting the landscape, not simply out of a pure love of nature, but because of the benefits it affords me as a painter. When nature is my inspiration and subject, I am witness to an extraordinary range of color and every imaginable atmospheric condition. I find a wealth of interesting shapes, patterns, and textures, and, above all, an ideal opportunity to play with the inherent abstraction within nature.

These qualities are what make the landscape such an alluring subject. However, they are also the qualities that make painting the landscape so challenging. Because nature is so extreme in its expansiveness and complexity, so varied in its range of light, landscape painters often have to look further and more deeply to find what all artists seek—form and structure, value patterns, and an organized arrangement of shapes.

When I first began to work from the landscape, my efforts were met with frustration. I had studied art in college and could draw and paint reasonably well; yet, when I made my first forays into the “field” (Central Park in New York City), nothing seemed to work as it had in the college studios. It was as though I needed to learn painting all over again. Landscape was more variable and more complex than other subjects. It seemed disorganized and rambling, and I couldn’t arrange my subjects or control the lighting as I had in the studio. Over time, I cultivated a set of practices to deal with these challenges. When I organized these practices into a coherent system—that I applied every time I approached the landscape—I got consistently better results. Those concepts and practices are the subject of this book.

After many years, the landscape still continues to inspire and challenge me. I see more than rivers and skies, water and trees. I see visual opportunity, a chance to explore the kinds of aesthetic experiences that excite me most. This is as it should be. Artists, in whatever their chosen genre, should be excited by its particular challenges and be inspired to see the world in new ways.

In any book such as this, there are certain fundamental precepts that underlie all the lessons, and they are outlined here:

DIRECT OBSERVATION. The foundation lessons of landscape can only be learned through a direct observation and experience of nature. Even when creating paintings in the studio, painters can do so competently only by calling upon a practiced interpretation of nature, in all its many moods and colors.

REPRESENTATIONAL ORIENTATION. Lessons in this book are based on a representational goal: What is seen in nature is the basis for creating the illusion of a three-dimensional space. This is not to say that modern traditions that abstract or flatten the pictorial space don’t come into play (abstraction is addressed in chapter 11); rather, that the fundamental lessons of painting the landscape are more easily demonstrated through an interpretation of reality.

MULTIPLE MASTERS. Approaches to landscape are so varied that no single style could ever demonstrate everything one needs to learn. The works of different painters, therefore, are used to best demonstrate particular lessons, providing greater inspiration and exposure to a wide variety of styles.

OIL PAINTING. Because I am an oil painter, many of the techniques and demonstrations in the book are oil-based; however, the theories and principles are universal, and can be applied to acrylics, pastels, and drawing.

PAINTERLY TRADITION. I advocate a direct, painterly style of realism as opposed to an indirect, glaze-oriented approach. The direct approach lends itself to capturing the freshness found in nature, particularly when painting outdoors. It is also more conducive to making changes (which I strongly advocate!).

PHOTOGRAPHY. Photographs are used in some lessons. Completed paintings tell a lot about how the artist solved a visual problem, but a photograph, so allied with reality, is sometimes a better way to reference the place from which you will need to start making your choices.

By necessity, this book presents specific ideas and practices. My hope is that they are not seen as strict rules or formulas to be followed to the letter but instead stimulate an observation-based attitude that helps you think like a landscape painter. Then, when you are standing amidst the mystery and vastness of nature, with brushes and colors at the ready, you are able to apply what you’ve learned on your own.

No matter how important knowledge gleaned from books and lectures may be, there are no words or pictures that can ever substitute for the hard work of actually doing it. As the motto of Seattle’s Gage Academy of Art says, “Artists are made, not born.” It is my sincere hope that the essential concepts and practices offered in these pages will speed you on your journey and make the trip more enjoyable. And, if along the way, you are also inspired, then I will have been successful.

Mitchell Albala
Seattle, 2009
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John McCormick, Western Wind, 2006, oil on canvas, 60 × 60 inches (152.4 × 152.4 cm)


CHAPTER ONE

THE SPECIAL CHALLENGES OF LANDSCAPE



He would be a poet who could impress the winds and streams into his service, to speak for him.
—HENRY DAVID THOREAU



The landscape is unique among subject matter—in its grandeur, complexity, atmosphere, and color dynamics. Landscape painters are continually challenged to translate these qualities into paint. They do this by working with the same aesthetic principles all artists use—shape, value, color, composition, and the paint itself. But nature doesn’t reveal her secrets so easily. Because she is so vast and complex, so varied in her range of light, landscapists must go further and dig deeper to find what they are looking for.

If I wanted to begin painting the human figure, I would need to start learning genre-specific knowledge: anatomy, proportions of the human form, and certainly how light and color act upon the skin. Similarly, the landscape presents a unique set of challenges that demand a genre-specific approach. In all the years I have been painting the landscape, I have found that the many challenges ultimately fall into three areas. Put another way, I think about these issues continually. They are simplification and massing, site selection and composition, and color and light. And as we will see, they pervade every aspect of our practice.

    
    [image: ]

    Mitchell Albala, Discovery Sunset, 2001, oil on panel, 10 × 10 inches (25.4 × 25.4 cm)

    Simplification is not an isolated act but is interwoven into the consciousness of landscape painting. At every step—through conception, site selection, composition, color, and even technique—the landscapist’s eye is bent to this purpose. Discovery Sunset demonstrates simplification in action. Complex forms, loaded with surface detail, such as the trees and grasses, are not picked over with a small brush; instead, they are reduced to their fundamental shapes and planes. Everything is rendered with an economy of brushstrokes. The size of each stroke also fits the shape it is describing.

    
SIMPLIFICATION AND MASSING

Any good landscape painting I’ve ever done was also simple. Whether it was a plein air painting that took an hour or a large studio painting that took months, I had to find a way to translate the vast amount of detail into a coherent statement that made sense not only to me but to the viewer. This is never a matter of copying nature; that is not possible. Rather, it’s a process of seeing the world through a painter’s eyes. It’s a process of creative distillation, of extracting the most essential elements of the landscape and organizing them into a coherent whole.

Landscape painters, of course, don’t have an exclusive on this process. Still life, figurative, and abstract painters also simplify. However, because the landscape is so vast and filled with so much information, and at times terribly disorganized, the landscape painter is forced to simplify in more radical ways. Simplification can be likened to a special language designed for describing the landscape. Nature provides painters with so much detail, so much color, and so much space that it becomes impossible to capture it all. The painter can never paint every leaf or blade of grass, every branch or every stone. That’s a job best left to the camera. Instead, a way must be found to translate a living and complex scene into a set of simpler shapes and patterns that stand in for the original scene. Landscape painters learn to use shorter sentences and simpler words, perhaps even creating new words to take the place of ten others.

A painter continually searches for the lowest common denominator—the single “word” or brushstroke that will convey meaning in the most economical fashion. The symbols or marks the painter chooses can never be the actual landscape, but they can communicate the same emotion and serve as an analogy to the impression. Simplification and massing is not just a stylistic preference; it’s a visual imperative. It is not a single idea imposed at one stage of a painting but a way of seeing the world that is fostered at every stage.

Learning how to simplify, however, is not a simple thing. Nor is it something the beginner or novice does naturally. It is a process that evolves through conscious observation and practice. The maxim “Less is more” was brought into the popular lexicon by architect Mies van der Rohe. It speaks to the integrity, beauty, and soundness of a design that eliminates all but what is essential to the solution. The maxim applies just as readily to art—and particularly well to landscape painting. Landscape painting insists that artists learn to see the world in a new way, in its most basic, essential forms. Chapter 5 will explore this attitude in depth.


The ability to simplify means to eliminate the unnecessary so that the necessary may speak.
—HANS HOFMANN
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Kathleen Dunphy, Before The Sun, 2006, oil on linen, 16 × 12 inches (40.64 × 30.48 cm)

The sense of serenity and quietude in Before the Sun is achieved not only by the choice of subject matter but through the simplified way Dunphy describes the forms. This reductionist interpretation of reality often gets at the sense of a subject better than details or narrative content.

SELECTION AND COMPOSITION

The landscape also presents challenges in the areas of selection and composition. Unlike with still life or figurative subjects, in which the subjects can be prearranged to best advantage in the studio, with the landscape the painter has no control over the lighting or the arrangement of the scene. The landscape painter must take the landscape as it is. The color of the light and the density of the atmosphere change from minute to minute, hour to hour. Shadow patterns, which are integral to the composition, never remain fixed for very long. Nor do landscape painters have the luxury of moving a tree, a mountain, or a farmhouse so that it catches the light better.

These constraints make it harder to find scenes that will translate successfully into painting. To create an illusion of depth within a two-dimensional canvas, artists work with certain visual cues: light and shadow, volume, scale, overlap, and perspective. Finding and working with these cues in the landscape can be elusive. If the artist paints at the wrong time of day or doesn’t know where to look, the cues can be hard to discern. If the artist selects scenes that don’t present the cues in a clear way, it will be a struggle to achieve a sense of depth. One of the most essential skills of the landscape painter, therefore, is selection—the ability to evaluate a scene beforehand and discern whether or not it contains the types of subject matter and conditions that will make for an effective translation.

Selection and composition in landscape are also concerned with the amount of information in the landscape. The landscape presents all of itself, from east to west, north to south, and ground to sky—entirely unedited. And because it’s so beautiful, the tendency is to want to include everything. When attempting to paint the landscape for the first time, however, students can find this amount of information overwhelming. But if we are to follow our essential maxim, “Less is more,” then we must narrow our field of vision and limit our focus.

[image: ]

When it comes to compositional real estate, landscape painters discover that more is not necessarily better. By making considered choices as to what portion of the greater landscape will be excluded from the composition—a limited focus—they can change the focus of the painting or suggest different degrees of intimacy or expansiveness. In this example, eliminating portions of the overall scene allows for a simpler composition, built with a few large shapes and values.

LIGHT AND COLOR

Perhaps the most defining aspect of the landscape is its light and color. It would not be an exaggeration to say that this is what draws so many artists to landscape in the first place. There is an inherent brilliance to life under the sun that is unmatched in other subjects. And only the landscape has atmosphere—an envelope of light—that surrounds everything and tinges it with a unifying color. What’s more, the light source itself, the sun (as filtered through the atmosphere), is part of many landscape compositions, making landscape light a combination of illuminated light and reflected light.

The landscape painter soon finds that these beautiful effects cannot simply be copied onto canvas. The extremes of light and color found in nature cannot be reproduced within the much narrower range offered by pigments. Artists cannot get their paintings to glow with the same intensity of a sunset or make viewers squint at the glare of sunlight reflected off water. Instead, they adopt value and color strategies that allow them to simulate the effects they see in nature.

As we will see in chapter 8, there are many strategies and approaches to color, drawn from established color theory and both classical and contemporary schools of thought. Some landscape painters rely primarily on strong value contrasts to suggest the drama of natural light (value priority), while others rely more on color contrasts (color priority). Some painters choose naturalistic color schemes, in which they try to capture the colors of nature as faithfully as they can, finding a delicate balance between bright colors and the many beautiful neutrals observed in nature. Others choose expressive color models, in which color intensity (brightness) is raised beyond what is observed in reality. These strategies, and the color theories that support them, become the landscape painter’s closest allies.
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Mitchell Albala, Yakutat, Mid-Morning, 2004, oil on canvas, 30 × 30 inches (76.2 × 76.2 cm)

There are no pigments that will glow with the same brilliance as sunlight dancing on snow-capped hills, but manipulating color and value in specific ways can simulate the effect. In Yakutat, Mid-Morning, I avoided overly dark and overly light colors and instead used relatively pure colors to simulate the glare of the sunlight. The sky was tinted blue, but the intangible glare of sunlight was yellow. By combining the blue and yellow in small touches of color, I was able to create a visual metaphor for the effect I saw.


CHAPTER TWO

MATERIALS



What counts, in making art, is the actual fit between the contents of your head and the qualities of your materials.
—DAVID BAYLES AND TED ORLAND



Materials matter. They are the means through which your creative thought is channeled, and therefore, they influence your creative outcome. Each choice—be it the type of paint (acrylic or oil), a surface that is rough or smooth, brushes that are soft or stiff, old or new—produces different effects that influence your work in specific ways. The nature of a material—its properties and behaviors, its benefits and limitations—becomes intertwined with the artist’s process. The artist selects and guides the material, but the material also guides the artist.

    One need only compare a painting done on paper to one done on canvas, or one done in acrylic to one done in oil, to see the ways materials affect the outcome. Michael Ferguson, whose work is featured on this page and this page, incorporates the characteristics of acrylic paints into his style. Acrylic’s tendency to produce hard edges is adopted into his method, directing the way he defines his shapes. John McCormick’s Western Wind, on this page, achieves luminosity both in the lights and in the shadows through a glaze method, in which transparent layers of paint appear to glow from within.
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    Mitchell Albala, Del Ascending, 2008, oil on paper, 21 × 15 ½ inches (53.34 × 39.37 cm). Courtesy of Lisa Harris Gallery

    Material choices have a profound effect on the outcome of a painting. Del Ascending uses a range of paint textures, from transparent to opaque, to assert the physical differences between rock and water. The thickest paint is applied to the cascade of water and the rocks, while thinner, semitransparent paint is reserved for the background. Furthermore, the surface itself (cold press Arches watercolor paper) asserts a texture of its own. Thus, when the brush is dragged across the surface, the texture of the paper reacts with the texture of the paint to create even more interesting variations.

    
THE LIMITED COLOR PALETTE

It’s easy to look at all the beautiful colors in nature and feel compelled to purchase a tube of paint for each and every one. However, fewer colors are easier to control and force you to mix more, which, in turn, helps you see the interrelationships among colors. Artists often work with a limited palette, a set of colors that are few enough in number to encourage mixing and discovery but flexible enough to mix any color they want. The most limited palette uses only the three primaries—red, yellow, blue—and white. (Primaries and other color classifications are discussed more in chapter 8.) A somewhat broader palette, recommended here, is also based on the three primaries but includes a cool and warm variety of each primary. This helps the painter begin to see temperature differences among colors.

There is no such thing as the perfect landscape palette. Landscape painters’ palettes will have certain colors in common, but they may also contain less commonly used colors that suit each artist’s coloristic preferences. Begin with the palette suggested here; then, over time, experiment by adding new colors to see what effect they have on your color mixes.

CONSISTENT ARRANGEMENT

The palette is more than just a place on which to squeeze out colors. It can be a roadmap for thinking about color and color mixing. Always lay out your pigments in a consistent and logical order; this will allow you to work faster and smarter. Avoid the “spotty palette syndrome,” with colors randomly placed in different spots each time you paint. Arranging the colors in the order of the spectrum (with the exception of green, which we’ll get to next) will help you evaluate colors chromatically and see them as interrelated aspects of a color continuum. Place the colors along the sides and top of the palette, not along the bottom. You swipe paint in a downward motion; if your paint is on the bottom, you will swipe it right off the palette. Develop a strategy that makes sense to you, and use it consistently. Note: Each of the colors shown is described as leaning toward the cool side of the spectrum (blues and violets) or the warm side of the spectrum (reds and yellows).

[image: ]

Titanium white. A versatile, all-purpose white. Very opaque, with the ability to strongly influence mixtures. TIP: Replace the oil-based white with an alkyd-based white to speed up drying time. (See Alkyds.)

[image: ]

Phthalo blue (warmer blue). A relatively warm blue (as compared to ultramarine) with a shift toward green. Straight from the tube, it’s fairly dark. It is one of the few colors whose brilliance is heightened by the addition of white. CAUTION: Phthalo is so intense that it easily overpowers any mixture unless used very sparingly. TIP: Premix phthalo with a little white, as it is here, to help distinguish it from ultramarine on the palette.

[image: ]

Ultramarine blue (cooler blue). Among the landscape painter’s most essential colors. A strong, transparent blue with a subtle shift toward violet. Straight from the tube, ultramarine is fairly dark. It is one of the few colors whose brilliance is heightened by the addition of white.
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    Alizarin permanent (cooler red). A magenta-like color, leaning closer to the violet side of the spectrum. As a transparent color, it needs to be mixed with other colors to achieve adequate covering power. Traditional alizarin crimson is not lightfast and has a tendency to fade. Instead, use Gamblin Artist’s Oil Colors alizarin permanent, a lightfast alternative to traditional alizarin crimson.
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Cadmium red light (warmer red). Compared to alizarin, cadmium red light leans toward the yellow and orange side of the spectrum. (Cadmium red medium is also warm but is darker than cadmium red light.) Naphthol red or cadmium red substitutes, often labeled as “hues,” serve as alternatives to cadmium red should you wish to save money or avoid cadmium. Both have strong covering power and hold up well in mixture.
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Mapping pigments to the spectrum. To understand the cool and warm varieties of each pigment, it is helpful to see where each falls along the color spectrum. The magenta-like alizarin permanent, for instance, lies closer to the violet end of the spectrum, while cadmium red light is relatively warmer and leans toward the yellow end of the spectrum.
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Yellow medium (warmer yellow). Cadmium yellow medium or hansa yellow medium are warm yellows. They lean toward the red side of the spectrum more than the cooler lemon or nickel titanate yellows. Hansa yellow is a good alternative to cadmium if you want to save money or wish to avoid cadmium. Both are very opaque and hold up well in mixture.
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Lemon yellow or nickel titanate yellow (cooler yellow). Compared to warm yellows, cool yellows have less of a red component, with an ever-so-subtle shift toward the green end of the spectrum. Lemon yellow is the traditional cool yellow; however, the cool attributes of nickel titanate (a pigment with which many artists are unfamiliar) are more apparent than those of lemon yellow. Both are also very opaque and hold up well in mixture.
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Yellow ochre (neutral yellow). Yellow ochre may be considered part of the yellow family. If you add violet to its complement, yellow, you can get a color similar to yellow ochre; thus, it can be considered a neutral yellow. (Mixing two complements together results in a neutral color.) Yellow ochre is a pigment that is similar to raw sienna, which is a bit darker and redder. Raw sienna is a particularly good color for underpainting.
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Burnt umber (warm neutral). This is a versatile earth color, used not so much as a generic brown but as a neutralizing color to be mixed with other colors. It has a subtle reddish tint, which is revealed when lightened with white. When added in relatively equal parts with ultramarine blue, it makes a rich, neutral dark.

GREENS

There are many green pigments available; however, you can learn more by mixing your own greens from various yellow and blue pigments. If you want to include store-bought green pigments in your palette, you should have both a cool green (viridian) and a warm green (sap). If I were going to choose only a single green for my palette, however, it would be chrome oxide green. It is neither cool nor warm and can easily be modified with the yellows and blues in your palette. What’s more, it holds up so well in mixture that it can handle being manipulated in a variety of ways.

[image: ]

A diet of mixed greens. Mixing your own greens from blue and yellow pigments generates richer and more nuanced greens than using a lot of different green pigments from tubes. The greens in this chart are a random set of greens mixed from the blues and yellows of the limited palette: hansa yellow, nickel titanate yellow, ultramarine blue, and phthalo blue. The neutral greens were made with the addition of cadmium red light or alizarin permanent.

[image: ]

Viridian (cooler green). A relatively cool green with less of a yellow component, viridian is particularly good for starting mixtures for the cool, dark-green shadows sometimes seen in nature. It can also be warmed with yellow pigments. As a transparent pigment, it needs to be mixed with more opaque pigments to achieve covering power. When lightened with white, it reveals a mintlike hue.
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Sap green (warmer green). A warm green with a shift toward the yellow end of the spectrum. As a transparent pigment, it may need to be mixed with other, more opaque pigments to achieve covering power. When lightened with white, it reveals a yellowy-olive hue.
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Chrome oxide green (cool/warm green). Out of the tube, chrome oxide green is a medium-value, somewhat neutral olive color. When lightened with white, it reveals a pale yellowy-olive hue. It holds up well in mixture, so it can be easily manipulated by other pigments.

ADDITIONAL COLORS

There are a number of other colors that many landscape artists enjoy using. Although it is not absolutely necessary to purchase them separately (they can all be mixed from the red, yellow, and blue primary pigments in the limited palette), they can be quite handy when working outside when there is not as much time to premix colors. Many of these colors are also richer in intensity than their mixed equivalents. When any two primary colors are mixed, there is some reduction of intensity. For instance, hansa yellow mixed with cadmium red light does not produce an orange as vivid as cadmium orange.

    DIOXAZINE PURPLE. Mixing ultramarine or phthalo blue and either of the two reds listed on this page can easily produce violets; however, this mixture will be more muted; dioxazine purple is such a strong and “perfect” violet that it is a handy way to quickly access violet, especially when working outside.

NAPLES YELLOW. When mixing greens, it is good to have a few extra yellows on hand. Naples yellow is less intense than the hansa, cadmium, and cool yellows, but it has a lovely warm golden hue. It might be considered an “earth” yellow. Naples yellow pigment traditionally contained lead, but most brands now produce lead-free formulas, which is often designated by the word “hue” in the name—e.g., Naples Yellow Hue.

CADMIUM ORANGE/MONO ORANGE (GAMBLIN). Oranges can readily be mixed from yellows and reds; however, they don’t have the same richness or purity as cadmium or mono orange. Gamblin’s mono orange is an excellent substitute for cadmium orange if you want to save money or avoid cadmium.

TRANSPARENT, SEMITRANSPARENT, AND OPAQUE PIGMENTS

Pigments are rated as transparent, semitransparent, or opaque, which describes their covering power. Transparent pigments, such as alizarin permanent or sap green, have low covering power. When these are spread thinly on a surface in their unmixed form, one can see through the paint to the surface below. This transparent quality makes these pigments ideal for glazing. To boost their covering power, transparent colors must be mixed with more opaque colors or white. Opaque pigments, by contrast, such as cadmium red or chrome oxide green, have strong covering power. When spread on a surface, one cannot see through the paint as readily.


     

     
MINERAL VS. MODERN COLORS

There are many colors available today that painters did not have historically. Traditional pigments are mineral and metal based, such as cadmiums, earth colors, viridian green, and ultramarine blue. In the hands of artists like the? Impressionists, these pigments were used to brilliant effect; however, they have a tendency to gray down in mixture more than modern “organic” colors. Modern colors are made from carbon-based pigments and retain their intensity in tints and mixtures better. Naphthol red, hansa yellow, and phthalo blue are examples of modern colors.

        

        

Oil paint is sensuous and I find it highly seductive. Like life.
—ANN DETTMER



CHOOSING YOUR MEDIUM

One of the most important materials choices a painter makes is which type of paint, or medium, to use: oil, acrylic, or alkyd. The choice is often based on the incorrect assumption that acrylics are safer and easier to use. Acrylics are not, in fact, easier to use than oils. Improvements in product safety have made oils safe enough to remove those concerns from the equation, freeing artists to base the choice of medium on what matters most—how a medium’s particular properties support their creative intentions.

Note that in painting, the term medium refers to two different things: (1) It can mean the type of paint. For example, “What medium do you work in?” “I paint in oil.” (2) It can refer to the mixtures added to paint to alter its consistency—to thin it, to improve its flow, or to produce glazes. For example, “What medium do you use with your oils?” “I use an alkyd-based medium.”

    OILS. Oils are a classic medium commanding a respect and popularity that is indisputable. Their primary advantage is their buttery (delicious!) consistency and their remarkable ability to be manipulated in a variety of ways, from transparent glazes to impasto. No other medium offers such versatility with a similar feel. Their slow drying time is a double-edged sword, though. Oils permit a wet-into-wet approach (see this page), which is a great advantage when patient blending or extended work time is required; however, that “benefit” can cause problems for the novice when overworking wet-into-wet leads to muddy colors.

Not all oil paints are created equal. Student-grade brands have more fillers and are less potent than their professional-grade counterparts. Even among professional-grade paints, different brands have different consistencies. The higher the oil content, the softer the paint; the lower the oil content, the firmer the paint. Winsor & Newton, Old Holland, and Williamsburg, for example, tend to be firmer (and more expensive). Rembrandt tends to be extremely soft. If at all possible, buy professional-grade paint such as those just mentioned or Gamblin, M. Graham, Daniel Smith, Holbein, Sennelier, or Mussini.

    
     

            
ARE ACRYLICS EASIER TO USE THAN OILS?

No. It is a misconception that acrylics are easier than oils. Acrylics have earned that reputation because they are water based and dry faster, which allows them to be more easily reworked without muddying the colors. However, their fast drying time makes blending and handling edges more difficult. Plus, acrylics dry darker than when wet. Learning to compensate for these traits is just as challenging as learning to work wet-into-wet with oils.

            

    
ACRYLICS. As a water-based medium, acrylics have a great deal of versatility in their own right—but in different ways from oils. They have a fluid range that permits everything from transparent washes to opaque impasto. Plus, there are many types of texture-enhancing mediums and gels available that can alter their behavior in interesting ways. The disadvantages, however, are notable. Acrylics are the opposite of oils in terms of their drying time. They dry very quickly (and even quicker when painting outdoors), which gives them a hard-edged quality. They also dry darker than when they are wet, as much as 10 or 15 percent with certain colors, which can make it tricky to match a color after it has dried. Acrylics also have a plasticlike feel that some artists do not like.

ALKYDS. Fewer painters are familiar with alkyds. In many ways they are a compromise between oil and acrylic. They dry much faster than oils but slower than acrylics. Alkyds usually remain workable for many hours, but sometimes less than that, especially when working outdoors. If the wet-into-wet characteristics of oil are too demanding, the faster-drying alkyds let you work wet-into-wet or work over partially dry areas within a single painting session (depending on how much medium or solvent is used). Alkyds have a slightly sticky feel, which some may find objectionable after working with oils. They can be mixed with oils and used with the same solvents and mediums as oils are.


    

TIP: Speed the drying time of oils with alkyds. You can speed up the drying time of oils by using an alkyd-based medium or by replacing frequently used oil colors (such as white and ultramarine blue) with alkyd colors. This is particularly helpful in one-session plein air work, in which it maybe desirable to work wet over semidry within a single session.

    



PAINTING MEDIUMS AND SOLVENTS

Mediums are added to paint to alter its consistency: to make it flow easier or dry faster or more slowly, or to make it transparent for glazing effects. The type of medium used, or whether it is used at all, depends entirely on one’s style and intention. Traditional oil mediums are made from natural resins in combination with various oils and turpentine. Alkyd-based mediums for oils have become increasingly popular. They are versatile and convenient to use. Three popular alkyd-based mediums are Gamblin’s Galkyd and Galkyd Lite, Daniel Smith’s Painting Medium for Oil and Alkyds, and Winsor & Newton’s Liquin. All can be used to enhance flow, speed drying time, or create glazes, depending on how much is used. There is also an ever-growing variety of acrylic mediums for acrylic paints, from fluid mediums to thicker gels and pastes, which control transparency, viscosity, and surface sheen.

It is impossible to describe exactly how a medium will feel under your brush. Try one and see how it affects your painting. As a general rule, to maintain the integrity of the paint layers, oil mediums should not make up more than 20 percent of any paint mixture. This isn’t the case with acrylics. Because both the medium and paints are made from 100 percent acrylic polymer, they can be mixed together in any proportions.

In the earliest stage of an oil painting, solvent is typically used to thin the paint for the initial block-in. Beyond this stage, however, don’t get in the habit of using solvent as a medium. It is not a medium. It does thin the paint, but too much solvent breaks down the binding property of the oil. Mediums, which are a combination of solvent and oil, give the paint a more desirable oil-like consistency and a more flexible and long-lasting paint film.

What if the opposite effect of a medium is desired (to thicken the paint)? For oils, Sennelier’s Thickening Medium is a puttylike medium, in essence a “reverse medium,” that adds body to the paint and speeds drying time. Alternatively, you can thicken paint manually by spreading it onto cardboard and letting the excess oil be absorbed by the board. With acrylic paints, thickening gels and pastes may be added to firm the body of the paint.

    
     

            
SOLVENT AND PIGMENT SAFETY

The safety issues surrounding oil paint stem largely from solvents like turpentine and mineral spirits. These solvents contain harmful aromatic compounds (which account for their noxious odor) that can be inhaled. The solvent itself can also be absorbed through the skin. However, modern formulations such as Gamsol by Gamblin Artist’s Colors have eliminated the harmful aromatics, rendering the solvent odorless and less able to be absorbed through healthy, unbroken skin. Traditional turpentine or mineral spirits should not be part of your studio (the only exception being as an ingredient in paint mediums that contain damar varnish). Oil paint itself contains no solvent and has no toxic fumes. Its odor is that of an aromatic vegetable oil (linseed, poppyseed, or walnut), which is harmless. Even though today’s solvents are less toxic, one should always take reasonable precautions against exposure and wear vinyl or latex gloves when necessary.

In terms of pigment safety, cadmium and lead-based pigments have traditionally been the major concerns. It’s worth noting that exposure to cadmium in acrylics is just as great as it is with oil paints. (Lead is not used in acrylics.) Most painters regard cadmium pigments as toxic, although today’s cadmium pigments contain a low level of bio-available cadmium metal—only five parts per million as compared to the cadmium pigments of yesteryear, which contained one thousand parts per million. Gamblin Artist’s Colors writes, “American manufacturers of cadmium pigments have developed production systems that yield cadmium pigments that are relatively insoluble in the human digestive system.… Cadmium pigments can still be hazardous if they are inhaled, however, so use a NIOSH dust respirator if you are spraying cadmium-based pigments or sanding surfaces made with a high percentage of cadmium colors.” If cadmium pigments cause concern, they can be replaced by modern counterparts; for example, naphthol red replaces cadmium red, hansa yellow replaces cadmium yellow, and mono orange (Gamblin) replaces cadmium orange. Certain pigments such as Naples yellow and Cremnitz white still contain lead (as indicated on the label) but can be replaced by lead-free equivalents.

            

        
BRUSHES

Brushes are important. As the primary conduit between you and the painting, they have a profound effect on the language of your mark-making. They are your friends. Choose them wisely, and treat them well.

SHAPE AND FLEXIBILITY. Different types of brushes—brights, flats, filberts, or rounds—make different-shaped strokes. The length and flexibility of the bristles determine how much paint they hold and how the paint is laid down. Longer, more flexible brushes, like filberts, hold more paint and can be used to lay down thicker strokes. Shorter bristled brushes, like brights, are stiffer and press through the body of the paint more. Hog bristle brushes or synthetic equivalents are suitable for oils. Acrylic painters generally prefer synthetic brushes because they resist the water better than natural bristles. With acrylics, hog bristles tend to splay out from the water and not last as long because paint quickly gathers in the ferrule (the metal band joining the bristles to the handle). Note: Some synthetic brushes are strictly for acrylics, while others are rated for both acrylics and oils.

SIZE. Brush size is important and should be targeted to the size of the area being painted. Novices often fall into the habit of working with overly small brushes or even a single brush. Larger brushes are the landscape painter’s best friends. They are more compatible with the shaping and massing that are fundamental to landscape painting. For plein air painting, I suggest sizes of 4, 6, and 8 filberts, with at least one larger bright for blocking-in during the initial underpainting stage. A small #2 round or filbert is handy for the occasional detail. In the studio, those same brushes are good, but you will also need larger ones. As your work increases in size, your brushes need to scale up proportionately. Note: Although most manufacturers use the size and numbering scheme shown here, be aware that some use a different standard.

[image: ]

A range of hog bristle brushes is most suitable for oils. From left to right: (A) SIZE 14 OR 16 (SHOWN) BRIGHT OR SHORT FILBERT. At least one large blocking brush is essential for toning the surface and blocking in large shapes during the initial stages of a painting. Brights or short filberts are good for this purpose, as they are firm enough to allow for some scrubbing. Flats, rounds, or regular filberts are too long and flexible for this purpose. (B) SIZE 4, 6, AND 8 FILBERTS. Filberts are the most versatile type of brush. They can be used to make rounded (less squared) strokes as well as thin strokes when used along the tip. With longer bristles, they hold more paint than brights. (Flats, not shown, are similar to filberts in length and flexibility but have a square tip that creates a more chisel-shaped stroke. With a good range of filberts, I don’t find flats essential.) (C) SIZE 6, 8, AND 10 BRIGHTS. Shorter-bristled brights are naturally less flexible and hold less paint. Their stiffer bristles resist the paint more readily than long-bristled, more flexible brushes. (D) SIZE 4, 6, AND 8 ROUNDS. Rounds are shaped to make round strokes. They are ideally suited for making calligraphic strokes, as one might find in an Impressionist painting. (E) SIZE 2 DETAIL BRUSH. A synthetic #2 filbert or round is good for the occasional stroke of detail. These brushes should not be too soft or flexible, otherwise they will not be able to manipulate the paint.

PAINTING SURFACES

The type of surface you paint on will respond to the paint and to your brushstrokes differently. Does the paint slide across the surface or does the surface offer some resistance to the brush? How readily is the paint absorbed into the ground (the surface to which it is applied)? How does the texture of the surface interact with strokes? How is your response to flexible, stretched canvas different from a hard panel or board?

CANVAS. Canvas is a traditional surface woven from either linen or cotton. Its natural weave provides a finely textured surface. Canvas may be stretched or mounted to panels. The flexibility and “bounce” of stretched canvas has a different feel from rigid panels or boards. Preprimed canvas, which can be purchased by the yard, can save you hours of preparation: When stretching your own canvases, you are spared the step of priming with gesso. When working outside, you can precut the canvas to different sizes and then tape it to light cardboard or foamcore backboard. (If you decide the painting is a keeper, you can stretch it after it is dry or leave it unstretched and mat it.) Canvas panels are lightweight and inexpensive, making them convenient for outdoor work. Panels should be flat (not warped), with a surface that is not too slick. Choose a quality brand, such as Fredrix.

PAPER. Artists have painted on paper for centuries. It’s inexpensive, light, and convenient, making it great for outdoor work. It also comes in a wide variety of textures. Hot-press watercolor paper (smooth) or cold-press (textured) in 140-pound or 300-pound varieties are favorites. Paper should be primed with at least one coat of gesso. Tape the paper to a board with low-tack masking tape. After gessoing, the paper will buckle but will dry flat. Always choose acid-free archival paper.

BOARDS AND PANELS. At one time, to paint on panel artists had to purchase wood from the lumberyard, have it cut to size, and then gesso the surface themselves. Now, prepared gesso boards are readily available in smooth or textured surfaces, in a full range of sizes, such as those from Ampersand. They are more expensive than those you prepare yourself but are a big time-saver and far less labor-intensive. If you do prefer to gesso panels yourself, avoid overly thick and streaky strokes that leave visible tracks. These will interfere with your paint surface. Alternatively, using a small sponge roller creates a soft, pebbled surface that is a good starting texture.

GESSO. Gesso serves as a ground. A surface primed with gesso becomes an archival surface by making a barrier that prevents the paint from being absorbed directly into the wood, paper, or canvas. A good-quality gesso allows for the right amount of absorbency for the initial layers of paint to “bite” into the surface. Be wary of cheap grades of gesso, especially in prepared canvas panels: Too little absorbency and the paint will not adhere well; it will slip and slide on the surface. Too much absorbency and the initial layers won’t be workable.

PALETTES AND EASELS

PALETTES

Palettes are usually made of wood or glass. Wood has a natural middle-value tone that makes it easier to judge values of color mixtures against. Disposable paper palettes, on the other hand, are white and provide too high a value contrast for color mixing. The edges of the palette pad also tend to curl up, and the entire sheet eventually dislodges from the pad. For outdoor work, a wood palette is ideal. French easels come with a portable wooden palette, and some of the pochade-type easels have a palette built in to the lid.

In the studio, and even outdoors, many artists prefer a glass palette. They are easy to scrape clean, and mixing colors on the smooth glass provides less resistance and a pleasing feel beneath the brush. The “color” of the palette can also be changed by placing different colored sheets of paper underneath the glass that correspond to the overall color tone of the painting on which you are working. A glass palette for use outdoors should be small, about 9 × 12 inches, and 1/4-inch thick with beveled edges. Tape it to foamcore or cardboard to help prevent it from shattering should it be dropped.


    

TIP: Seal your palette. Most wood palettes do not come ready to use. They must be sealed with a few coats of polyurethane or shellac, or saturated with several coats of linseed or walnut oil before use.
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Sealable palette boxes. A sealable palette box helps keep paint from drying between sessions, making it extremely handy when painting outdoors regularly. It also allows you to use the same palette at home, on location, or in classes, which saves a lot of paint. The palette box by Masterson (shown) holds palettes up to 12 × 16 inches. There are palette boxes specifically designed for acrylic painters as well, such as the Sta-wet by Rowney, which use a wet sponge liner that keeps the paint wet for weeks.

EASELS

There are many professional easels for the indoor studio, from compact and lightweight to multifeatured deluxe models. If space and cost are factors, stanrite offers a classic: Their model 500 is a lightweight, sturdy aluminum easel that can handle all but the most enormous paintings. It can be collapsed and stored against the wall or behind a door. For the outdoor studio, the painter can choose from traditional french easels, in both half- or full-size, or compact pochade boxes.

[image: ]

French easel. The classic French easel, available from MABEF and Julian, are available in half- or full-size. Because compactness and weight are critical in outdoor work, I recommend the half-size. It is about 25 percent lighter than the full-size yet holds all the necessary brushes and paints. Shown is the MABEF M/23 half-size backpacker’s easel. ADVANTAGES: Doubles as a studio easel if space at home is at a premium; accommodates many different types of canvas sizes, including very large; relatively inexpensive. DISADVANTAGE: Heavy when loaded with supplies.

[image: ]

Space-saving “wall easel.” If square footage in your studio is in short supply and you can permanently dedicate wall space, you can forgo an easel altogether. A large piece of 1/2-inch-thick insulation board mounted to the wall acts much like an all-purpose wall “easel.” Use nails to hang your paintings. Reference photos and studies can be pinned up alongside. Be sure to give the insulation board a few coats of white primer. The boards come in standard 4 × 8–foot sheets but can be trimmed down to fit the space available.

[image: ]

Pochade box with easel. As outdoor painting has grown in popularity, many types of pochade-style easels with tripods have been introduced in recent years, such as those from Open Box M and Artwork Essentials. Open Box offers 8 × 10–, 10 × 12–, and 11 × 14–inch pochade boxes, as well as extremely compact “palm” boxes for even smaller work. Shown here is their 10 × 12 box with front palette extensions. ADVANTAGE: Extremely compact and lightweight. DISADVANTAGES: Palettes tend to be small, holds fewer supplies, more expensive than French easels.
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Pochade box with easel. As outdoor painting has grown in popularity, many types of pochade-style easels with tripods have been introduced in recent years, such as those from Open Box M and Artwork Essentials. Open Box offers 8 × 10–, 10 × 12–, and 11 × 14–inch pochade boxes, as well as extremely compact “palm” boxes for even smaller work. Shown here is their 10 × 12 box with front palette extensions. ADVANTAGE: Extremely compact and lightweight. DISADVANTAGES: Palettes tend to be small, holds fewer supplies, more expensive than French easels.

ADDITIONAL SUPPLIES

In addition to the basics, there are a number of other supplies that are extremely helpful. Remember, whether indoors or outdoors, your aim is to make your workflow as easy as possible.

DRAWING TOOLS. The drawing tools most suited for the landscapist are those which push you toward simplifying the scenes before you with broad and bold marks. Use a tool that makes a commitment, such as a Lyra graphite stick, an ebony or a 2B–6B pencil, or a bold marker. (Very light pencils, such as H and 2H, or fine-point pens foster a linear orientation, the opposite of what is needed when you are exploring the landscape’s values and shapes.) Erasing is good, so also have a hard plastic eraser and a soft kneaded eraser on hand.
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Drawing tools. When exploring the landscape’s values and shapes, use a tool that makes a commitment: (1) Lyra graphite stick, (2) Sanford Ebony pencil, (3) 2B through 6B pencils, (4) a broad-nib marker, or (5) compressed charcoal. Also have some erasers handy: (6) a kneaded eraser and (7) a white plastic eraser.

RAGS AND PAPER TOWELS. Rags are essential for the underpainting method shown in chapter 9. Always use a lint-free, T-shirt-type rag on painting surfaces. Paper towels are good for general cleanup but not for use directly on the painting.

DISPOSABLE GLOVES. Vinyl or latex gloves are a great way to protect your skin from paint as well as the solvents used with oils.

PALETTE CUPS. Palette cups are a convenient way to access solvent or medium on your palette. The open-top variety that clamps to the side of the palette is easier to work with than plastic or metal types with a screw-cap lid and a small mouth.
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    Palette knife. A palette knife is essential for mixing colors, scraping the palette, or applying paint directly to the canvas. A wide array of sizes and shapes are available but not necessary. A 2-inch spade-head type, shown here, as opposed to the single-blade long and flat type, is a versatile all-purpose knife.

    VIEWFINDER: A viewfinder is essential for selection and composition. You can make your own out of cardboard or purchase an adjustable, plastic ViewCatcher, shown on this page.

TAPE. A 3/4- or 1-inch-wide roll of masking tape is extremely handy for attaching loose canvas to a backboard or cropping paintings on the fly.

ARTIST’S UMBRELLA. Nothing beats an umbrella to protect you and your painting from the sun. The umbrella should be white or neutral colored; colored umbrellas will create a color cast over the painting. Look for a collapsible artist umbrella that is neutral colored and has ventilation slits to reduce the umbrella’s wind-catching abilities.

BABY OIL. Baby oil is a safe and easy way to get oil paint off your hands without exposure to solvents.

MIRROR. Viewing your painting in a mirror gives a fresh perspective. In the studio, place a mirror opposite your easel. For plein air, keep a small pocket mirror in your pack.

CAMERA. A camera is an essential tool for the landscape painter, allowing you to record fleeting effects and gather reference that can be used back in the studio.

CREATURE COMFORTS. When working outdoors, having all the right materials won’t do you much good if you’re getting eaten by insects, dehydrated, or distracted by thoughts of lunch or dinner. You need not suffer from a lack of comfort or safety. Bring these items with you when you paint outdoors: water and food, insect repellent, sun protection (sun hat, sunblock), wind and cold protection (extra clothing), cell phone, and a portable first-aid kit.
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Solvent bottle. A small 8-ounce plastic bottle with a flip spout is ideal for holding solvent, both in the studio and outdoors. It is lightweight, and its tiny spout reduces exposure and spills. TIP: Use a small 2- or 4-inch plastic funnel to transfer solvent from the can to the bottle.


When we speak of the perfection of art, we must recollect what the materials are with which a painter contends with nature.
—JOHN CONSTABLE






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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