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INTRODUCTION

    
    WATERCOLORS ARE ONE OF the most accessible painting mediums for new artists. Their easily diluted and blended nature makes them incredibly affordable, and their popular styles are flexible and simple in nature, making them great for experimentation. 

    
    We’ll be going over how you can start gathering watercolor painting tools and learn the basic techniques associated with them. In later chapters, we’ll discuss how these techniques can be combined with color theory and other art mediums to reach their full potential.

    
    Rather than just providing you a broad technical overview, we will also be guiding you through these topics in a follow-along way, intended to build up your skills as a beginner artist in the most natural manner. This book should provide you enough of an introduction to feel confident in researching more advanced supplies and techniques upon completing it. 

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    




CHAPTER 1: STARTING SUPPLIES

    IN ORDER TO START watercolor painting, you will need some basic supplies. The good thing is that the barrier for entry is fairly low. As a bare minimum, you’ll need one brush, watercolor paint in the primary colors (red, blue, and yellow), a container with water, and something to paint on. But let’s go into more detail about what exactly you should be looking for when you go out shopping.

    YOUR FIRST BRUSHES

    While painting brushes used to break the budget, there are many very affordable options nowadays. The number of options can be a bit overwhelming when you’re first shopping around for them. Should you go for student or artist quality? What’s the difference between synthetic fiber and real hair brushes? Why are there so many different shapes? What do the numbers mean? Are there particular brands you should look for? 

    
    Stop. Breathe. Ok? Now, if you’re just starting out, generic, synthetic fiber, student-quality brushes should be fine. These generally don’t last as long as sable hair artist-quality brushes – they shed their fibers, eventually lose their shape, and discolor pretty quickly – but they won’t break the bank and are perfect for testing the medium out. (Just in case, we should clarify that one thing to avoid is the “children’s brush,” meaning the colorful synthetic craft brushes some primary schools buy in bulk. Don’t give in to the tempting price, as they just won’t do what you need.)

    
    As far as the shapes go, the two brushes we feel are best for starting out are a basic round brush and a flat angular brush. Round brushes are what most people think of when it comes to painting; their cylindrical base can hold and plenty of paint, while the tapered point can distribute it as widely or as detailed as you want. However, getting hard edges and lines with a round brush can be difficult and is why we also recommend getting a flat brush. A flat angular brush (diagonally tapered) will allow you to do detail work using in addition to those wide flat strokes without purchasing an additional detailing brush.

    
    By the way, the numbers on painting brushes usually refer to their sizes. This varies between manufacturers, so you’re better off doing your own research on this if there’s a certain brand you’re interested in. We generally recommend picking a brush size that makes sense for the size paintings you’d like to create. Basically, don’t buy huge brushes if you’re working with postcard-sized canvases.

    WATERCOLOR PAINTS

    The next material you need to start painting is the actual paint. Like the brushes, off-brand, student-quality paints are fine for when you’re starting out on a budget, but you want to avoid anything especially cheap. Some red flags for cheap hobby watercolors are labels claiming to be “washable” versions of existing brands, marketing towards children, and most paints in a dried pallet. You want to look for a liquid set that has at least the primary colors (red, blue, and yellow) or purchase those three colors as separate bottles. If you’re purchasing a set with more starter colors, 12ml tubes are a standard size.

    
    Tip: Avoid watercolor sets that are branded to a certain color scheme when you’re starting out (ex: just “warm” colors, all with a purple tint, etc.). There is a time and place for these, but it will just frustrate you in the beginning as it limits the number of colors you can make by mixing.

    
    Do you need whites and blacks? Honestly, no. Most canvases are already white, and dark colors like black can be achieved by mixing the three primaries together. The whites that come in watercolor sets are usually thicker and intended to be used as a highlight for after the main painting has dried rather than for mixing. That said, having a white around can be useful because it gives you additional wiggle room when you first start mixing colors. We’ll talk more about this in later chapters.

    CANVAS AND PAPER

    For watercolors in particular, using the right paper is very important. The liquid nature of watercolors compared to acrylics and oils means the paper tends to warp from absorption, but if it’s not absorbent enough, the paint won’t spread the way it should. Luckily, even children’s watercolor paper pads (the kind you can get in any dollar store) can handle the average painting despite not being ideal.

    
    If you’re looking to buy a decent watercolor paper pad, you want to look for white 140lb watercolor paper with a slight texture. If you’re on a very tight budget, 90lb paper will also work, but we feel it’s too delicate for beginners. Some common notions to keep in mind are below:

    
    
    	The thicker the paper, the faster your paints will dry without additional water.

    	The softer and more textured the paper, the further your colors will feather out.



    
    You may also be interested in using a canvas. While oil and acrylic paintings can get by on pretty much anything, you want to make sure you buy an actual canvas and not a “canvas panel” for watercolors. Budget canvas panels tend to not be as absorbent. For the canvas itself, we recommend something that’s at least ¾” thick with a wooden frame on the back. Luckily, there are many student-quality brands with very affordable canvases just like this in packs of two to six at the average local craft store, and some even have watercolor-specific canvases that are worth looking into. You may also want to purchase a spray sealant if you decide to work on canvases to keep them from fading after you finish your piece.

    PALLETS FOR MIXING

    A pallet allows you to lay out all your paint colors and mix exactly what you need. This is, to some degree, both optional and necessary. You absolutely do need something to mix your paint on even when you’re starting out, but a beginner may not need to purchase a pallet. A ceramic or plastic plate, lid, etc. that you don’t mind getting tainted is a fine substitute when you’re first starting out. A cheap “deviled egg” tray is also perfect.

    
    If you do want to purchase a proper pallet, look for something plastic and of a reasonable size to start; a pallet around dinner plate size with 8 to 12 loading indents is fine. We personally recommend getting a circular “color wheel pallet” when you’re first learning to mix colors if one is available where you’re shopping.

    
    Tip: You may also see glass and wood pallets when you’re shopping, but we don’t recommend these for beginners. They tend to be more expensive and can require additional maintenance.

    WATER CONTAINERS

    The last thing you need to get started is the simplest: water. Watercolor paints work by being mixed with (and thus diluted by) water, and you need to keep at least one container of water in your work area. A glass jar, ceramic cup, or plastic cup is fine for this, but don’t use anything you intend to eat out after. It should be able to hold at least one to two cups of tap water without splashing out for the best effect. 

    
    Tip: If you keep one bucket with water and one bucket without near your workstation, you can quickly refresh your water without running to the sink – just dump the dirty water from your cup to the empty bucket and fill it with the other. This can be incredibly helpful to remaining concentrated during long painting sessions.

    HOUSEHOLD MATERIALS

    Some other household materials that can be useful when painting include sponges, rags, plastic cards, paper towels, crayons, and tape. We explain how some of these help in more depth later on. You’ll learn best about the others by experimenting on your own.

    
    
    




CHAPTER 2: BEGINNER TECHNIQUES

    NOW THAT YOU HAVE all your materials, it’s time to get started painting. This chapter is going to go over some common but fun techniques, tips, and other things to try out as you begin testing your new materials. We recommend giving each a go as early practice.

    WETTING THE PAPER

    An easy and popular technique in watercolor painting is to wet all or parts of the paper before you apply any color. The nature of watercolors causes the paint to follow the flow of the water you applied first. This is great for creating a natural-looking flow for streams, etc. when wetting just parts of the paper. Additionally, wetting the entirety of the paper causes the paint to feather out and spread, allows for a more abstract effect, as well as better absorption when using less textured paper.

    EXCESS WATER FIXES

    A common beginner mistake when using watercolors is to load too much water and paint on the brush at one time. This can create beads of water or color that drip down the page or bleed into other parts of the painting. To fix this, you can rinse your brush, dry it on a paper towel or rag, then tap it on the bead; the brush should absorb what it can immediately. Rinse and repeat until it’s gone. You can also use a paper towel or rag directly on your paper, but we don’t recommend this (it can end up smudging any excess paint).

    SIMPLE SPIDERING

    Excess water and color isn’t always a bad thing. By combining it with a hair dryer, fan, or your own breath, those additional beads and puddles on your page can make a very interesting effect that we refer to as spidering. Try blowing at the puddles so that they travel around your paper or canvas until they’re dry; it drags out the edges of your painting like a web. This technique can also be used to create a realistic dripping effect.

    SPLATTER PAINTING

    Popularized by Jackson Pollock, drip and splatter painting is a technique that adds a great deal of texture to the canvas at the expense of complete control over where your paint is going. To accomplish it with watercolors, load more water and paint than usual, hold your brush about an inch from the back tip, and flick the back or tap the front. This will cause some of the water and paint to splash onto the canvas. Avoid painting near electronics or edibles when doing this. Splatter techniques can be used to add detail and texture to abstract and organic scenes with minimal effort.

    WAX, TAPE, & FLUID

    By using clear wax, wax crayons, tape, or masking fluid, you can block your watercolor paint from affecting parts of the canvas. Clear wax and masking fluid will generally block the paint permanently, making them perfect for preserving white from the canvas or finished parts of the painting. Colored wax, like crayons, is good for adding a mixed media aspect to your finished piece that can’t be painted over.

    
    Tape is better as a temporary fix to block out parts of the canvas while you’re working. Masking and electrical tape are the least likely to rip your paper, with electrical tape being more likely to let paint bleed through. Avoid very abrasive tapes (Scotch, duct, etc) or else you will risk ripping or damaging your paper.

    BACK OF THE BRUSH

    The back of your watercolor brush can have just as much function as the front if you know how to use it. 

    
    	If your brush has a pointed back, you can (lightly) scrape into the paper or canvas with it to create fine lines and bring out the original color of the paper. This can be great for adding texture to rough objects like wood or bark. 

    	If your brush has a rounded back, you can drag out excess water and paint to spread it without the risk of absorbing it. This can create a spidering effect where you have much greater control.

    	You can also use brushes with rounded brushes to create dots or circles in the canvas with ease. Try dipping the back into a thicker glob of your paint, then tapping the canvas with it.



    
    
    




CHAPTER 3: BASIC STROKES

    NOW THAT YOU’VE HAD some time to play with your new supplies, hopefully you’re comfortable enough to discuss a couple “proper” ways of manipulating those brushes and paints. Some of these may seem intimidating without visual references, so don’t be afraid to look up video examples as you follow along. Note that we’ll be skipping over some very obvious ones that you’ll learn through practice.

    FLAT VERSUS ROUND

    There are many different shapes of brushes, and each of these can achieve different types of strokes. However, we’ll be discussing just the two we recommended you start out with as an introduction: flat and round brushes. 

    
    Flat brushes allow you to spread an even amount of paint over a large area. Their strokes have sharp edges that stand out against contrasting shapes and colors. By using a flat brush on its tip or side, you can create thinner, high-opacity lines. It’s worth noting that paint applied with a flat brush may not blend as well on the paper if too straight of a stroke is used, but increasing the water, combining it with a jitter, or decreasing the pressure can resolve this. 

    
    Round brushes allow you to blend paint over large or small areas. They allow you to easily transition from stroke to stroke just by adjusting the angle you’re using. Using the tip alone, you can apply organic detail work, increasing or decreasing the size of your lines by increasing the pressure of your brush on the page. Round brushes are unfortunately not ideal for geometric detail work. It can be done, but the transition between angles tends to have a more organic effect.

    
    Try loading your flat brush with a bit of paint and just applying a straight stroke across the page. If your brush is straight, it should end with somewhat of a square shape, while an angled flat brush should have a longer point at one end. Now try the same with your round brush. The stroke from a round brush should end in a cone-like tail. And finally, try adjusting the pressure of your stroke for each; the round brush should be fatter with a shorter tail, while the flat brush should be a bit thicker and splayed. 

    
    Those were the basic strokes we’re going to be adapting and working with in the remainder of the chapter. Again, this is just to get you started, and there are many more techniques and advanced strokes that you’ll learn as you continue practicing.

    FLAT SIDE-LOADING

    The first flat stroke we’re going to try is a technique called “side loading.” Ensure you have a flat brush that is clean, and then dip it in your paint so only the left or right half has paint on it. Now apply that stroke to your paper. What does it look like? 

    
    Try repeating this with different amounts of water, pressure, and paint to see how it affects the look of the stroke. If you’re feeling brave, try side loading different shades of your color onto the left and right.

    
    This stroke can be used to create a ribbon-like effect and apply immediate shading onto what you’re painting. It’s popularly used to create flat petals or leaves for tulip-like flowers. When combined with an angled flat brush, it allows for a great deal of control and varying levels of detail. 

    FLAT JAGGED STROKES

    Another flat stroke we’re going to try is a general jagged stroke. Apply paint to the tip of your flat brush, hold it vertical at a 45-degree angle from the page, and quickly zigzag up and down as you move to the right or left. This should create the effect of slight bumps on your page. Try doing this in different directions with various loads of paint and water. How well does it blend on the page? This type of stroke can be used, for example, to help create the effect of trees in the distance.

    
    Now try holding your brush horizontal and close to 90-degrees from the page. Apply more pressure at the start, and then decrease the pressure near the end of your stroke. Repeat this, building off your last strokes, to create a tree-branch-like effect. Can you get an angle so they spread naturally from the last branch? Now try applying a jitter as you did in the last stroke.  This type of stroke has a wide variety of uses but can, for example, be used to make branches, roots, or grass.

    ROUND PETAL STROKES

    The first round stroke we’ll try is a petal or teardrop stroke. Load your round brush with water and paint, then gently press the tip of your brush to the paper and begin moving in a direction. As you move, increase the pressure until the stroke is very wide, and then decrease the pressure so you let go at the tip again. You should have something like a line with a bump in it. Try doing this with a shorter tail, while varying the amount of water and paint, until you can get a realistic petal shape. Now try doing it with a tail at the start but not the end, until you can get a realistic teardrop shape. These strokes are the basis for many organic nature paintings.

    ROUND TWIST STROKE

    Another stroke we’ll try for your round brush is a variation of the last that requires a stronger control over your brush pressure. Load your brush and start the stroke at the top of your page. Alternate between high and low pressure as you go downwards until you reach the bottom of the page. Repeat this with different loads of paint/water until you can achieve something that looks like a twisting ribbon. Do you find yourself holding the higher or lower pressure longer? Try shifting your hand slightly to the left and right as you’re working; is there any change in the effect?

    
    Although not complex, these strokes push the basics of brush control and help your brush to feel more like an extension than a tool. Mastering them will allow you to move onto more difficult techniques with ease. 

    
    
    
    




CHAPTER 4: COLOR THEORY

    WE’RE NOT GOING TO go into extreme depth on this, but we will provide a necessary introduction. Watercolors are based on mixing and blending. Understanding how colors work is extremely important when working with them, and we highly recommend keeping a color wheel (you can print it out from Google) by your workstation if you’re not already familiar with it.

    BLENDING COLORS

    The basic theory behind blending colors is all based on the color wheel. By combining the primary colors (red, blue, yellow) in different ways, you achieve different colors. Red and blue makes purple, for example; increasing the blue will make it more of a blue-ish purple and vice-versa. By combining colors that are opposite of one another on the color wheel (these are called “complementary colors”), we can create neutral colors like browns. The more colors that are involved, the closer you come to black, although the opposite is unfortunately not true for paints.

    WATERCOLOR OPACITY

    To increase and decrease the opacity (how see-through your paint is) of watercolors, you just need to change the ratio of water-to-paint. The more water, the less opaque they will be. Using paints with low-opacity on white paper is an easy way of achieving lighter colors with watercolor paints and is why you should work from light-to-dark with this media.

    DEPTH WITH COLOR

    When working with a painting that is supposed to have a great deal of depth, you may be having trouble getting the perspective across by shapes alone. A common way of achieving depth in watercolors is by darkening the colors of what is supposed to be in the forefront of the image. Sure, all the trees may be brown, but the branch up front won’t stand out from the trees in back if it’s the same color – so you use a darker shade of brown to get its proximity across.

    WARM VERSUS COOL

    Warm and cool colors are those on separate side of the color wheel and are represented by how much red or blue is in their hue. Warm colors are reddish, orange, yellow, etc. while cool colors are blue, green, navy, etc. Combining warm and cool colors can create a stark contrast that really draws the eye in. However, because watercolors blend so well, you have to be careful: many of these contrasting colors are complementary. This means they can become a muddy brown if used too close to one another.

    THE TRUE PRIMARIES

    By the way, though we’ve been referring to the primary colors as red, blue, and yellow because that is widely accepted, mixing cyan, magenta, and yellow is far more effective for vibrant colors. You may want to try blending those in their place if you’re having trouble with your colors getting too muddy.

    
    
    
    




CHAPTER 5: MIXING MEDIA

    
    WATERCOLOR PAINTING IS AN art form that lends itself well to mixed media practices both before and after a piece is started or even completed. Below are some examples of how you can use other art supplies to spice up your paintings:

    
    
    	Sketching before you paint is a popular practice, especially for students. It allows you to roughly plan out your painting before really committing to the strokes on the page. Light graphite sketches rarely show through the watercolor paint, but avoid using anything heavy, like charcoal or chalk.

	Using wax before you paint will (as explained earlier) stop your paint in its tracks.
	Markers can be used while painting to add a touch of control to your watercolors, especially children’s water soluble-type markers. Try sketching your painting with markers first. Then, go over the marker outlines with water and/or a similar paint color to spread it more naturally.
	Detailing pens, Sharpies, and ink can be used overtop of your dried watercolors to further define the shapes in it. By running a line of a similar color along the edges of your painting line, you can really bring out the colors and designs in it. Some artists intentionally paint in a very vague or surrealist style and then handle all the details with inking afterwards.


    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    


CONCLUSION

    THIS BOOK WAS INTENDED to introduce watercolor painting, a very expressive form of art accessible even to small budgets. We reviewed the core supplies you’ll need to start, explored some fun and educational techniques, gave an overview of color mixing and good practices, and introduced combining watercolors with other art forms you may already be experienced in or curious about. 

    
    Thank you for picking up this book. We hope it has helped you to better understand and perhaps even excel in the basics of watercolor painting. Good luck with your artist projects.
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