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Unravelling the Soul, 36 × 30 cm (14 × 12 in)
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Local Stories on Noordhoek Beach, 16 × 51 cm (6 × 20 in)







Note to Readers
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Introduction
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Pavement Café
36 × 46 cm (14 × 18 in)


The idea for this book came to me during my role as an art expert on the television programme ‘Watercolour Challenge’. The artist entrants all had totally different styles and worked in various ways, yet there was a thread that ran through their memorable paintings that was not found in mastery of technique alone. Trying to analyse this link was informative.

Successful watercolours are born out of something beyond the ability to handle the materials – it is the artist’s attitude that seems to make or break a watercolour. This disposition can be developed through a number of principles, which, I believe, are the secrets of watercolour success. Many are probably known to you, but are often overlooked or forgotten in the desire to paint or to capture likeness. This book draws them together with the aim that they become instinctive in your approach to painting.



An exquisite medium

The medium of watercolour is intrinsically beautiful and yet so often the freshness and translucency of the colours are crushed by overworking or over-control – the palette of watercolour paints may even look more attractive than the finished painting! If we could relinquish some of that control and allow the colours to glow and the brush to move, the results would be glorious shimmering watercolour.

I used to think lots of practice was the secret to watercolour success, but over the last couple of years I have watched my mother learn to paint in watercolour. She paints sporadically, but diligently, and has made great strides in the course of a few paintings. She engages the principles outlined in this book and thinks before she brings her brush to the paper or mixes her colours in the palette.

You may have been painting in watercolour for a while, maybe even years, but despite all that time and practice you just cannot break through into making the watercolours you wish and which you feel you are capable of doing. The secrets unravelled in this book will enable you to discover and release your true artistic potential in watercolour.
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Venetian Shutters
38 × 51 cm (15 × 20 in)

Even though this painting is quite colourful, it only employs four colours. The coral colour of the stucco is a mixture of Aureolin and Cadmium Red, and this red and Permanent Rose were used for the geraniums. Prussian Blue mixed with Aureolin makes the foliage and shutter greens. I used Saunders Waterford Not paper for this painting.




Creation, not imitation

Painting involves the act of creating rather than simply imitating what is in front of you. A watercolour painting may look like, and be inspired by, its subject, but it is a new creation that must stand alone independent of the inspiration from which it was born. You must put the painting before the subject – you may choose watercolour to paint a flower, for example, but the character and appearance of the watercolour must take precedence over the likeness to the flower.

‘A picture isn’t a mirror which reflects what I lived through in making it,’ said Henri Matisse (1869-1954), ‘but a powerful and highly expressive object which is as new to me as to anyone else.’

Once you grasp that your watercolour is more important than its verisimilitude to the subject you will be liberated to make glorious watercolour paintings. Put the watercolour first and it will live on as its own creation long after the flower has faded.
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Coconut Palm, Mauritius
46 × 33 cm (18 × 13 in)

The coconut palm was the inspiration for, and excuse to paint, this watercolour. How far it resembles the original tree is irrelevant if the watercolour works. I used Arches rough paper for this painting.




The challenge

This book deals with the attitude of the artist towards painting rather than the development and acquiring of technique. Non-painters often comment on how relaxing watercolour painting must be, but little do they realize what is going on in the head of the artist – the concentration, the judgements, the decisions, the moments of panic, the moments of reprieve, and the ecstatic bliss experienced when the painting works.

Watercolour is an exacting and challenging medium. That is why it is so thrilling. It demands 100 per cent concentration. It takes courage to put that colour down in the right place at the right time and in the right strength.

The aim of this book is to give you the confidence to do just that. You may waste some paper in the process, but you will not waste time, a far more precious component. In fact, you will find that you can arrive at successful watercolours much quicker than you expected, probably with fewer brushstrokes and, it is hoped, with less angst.
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I love lots of light to paint by, so sitting by a window high in the landscape is a perfect place for me to paint.
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Desert Strut
76 × 100 cm (30 × 39 in)

This is a large painting. Working at this size means you have to be prepared to use big brushes and plenty of pigment – good practice for building confidence on the smaller scale.




About this book

The secrets of watercolour success are manifold, so I have divided them up into chapters. The principles are co-dependent even though they are expressed in sequence in the book. Throughout the book you will also find:

• Explore Further exercises to encourage you to take action

• Studio Tips to aid your painting

• Projects to help you put the thinking into practice and build your confidence

• Demonstrations of paintings shown stage by stage to enable you to follow the chain of thought through the development of a painting

• Food for Thought features that suggest an idea to think about that might stretch you or open up other directions or explorations.

I am well aware that there are different ways to arrive at the same end, so I have also invited five Guest Artists, well known for their own successful painting styles, to express and illustrate their views. These you will find at the end of some of the chapters. In some cases they entirely refute my own views and prove that all rules in watercolour painting are meant to be broken!

Rules, tenets, principles – call them what you will – the following pages reveal the secrets I believe lead to watercolour success. And, with that thought in mind, the final chapter is a guide to showing and selling to enable you to share the fruits of your success with others.
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Acquaintances
38 × 56 cm (15 × 22 in)

One of my favourite colour combinations is Prussian Blue and Cadmium Red because they mix together to form a lovely ‘black’. Here they are combined with a little Yellow Ochre to paint the strong silhouettes on a Spanish esplanade.











Material success
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Peacemakers
56 × 76 cm (22 × 30 in)


The first secret of watercolour success is that you need good materials. Poor quality paints, brushes and paper may actually hold you back from making the watercolours of which you dream.

Many of the paintings in this book were painted with just three colours and one brush. The paints are artists’ quality pigments, and the brush is pure sable. The paper is fine quality and is never thinner than 300 gsm (140 lb) in weight. You do not need much in quantity, but the finer the quality the more likely you will achieve satisfying results and paint with greater ease. Sometimes painters balk at the cost of art supplies, but good quality brushes last longer, the paints go further and the paper receives the paint better. This, in turn, may allow you to recoup some of the costs with a sale!



The brush

Let us look at brushes first. Sable brushes give more control over the brushstroke than synthetic or synthetic mixtures because the barbs on the natural hair catch and hold more water between the hairs. This enables you to determine the amount of water you are picking up. It gives you control over the release of pigment when you vary the pressure on the brush and the ability to cover a large area with one brushload of pigment.
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Chinese Girls
13 × 15 cm (5 × 6 in)

The whole of the round brush, from the tip to the ferrule, is used to make the variety of brushmarks playing across the surface of the khadi



Round sables
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Lively mops
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Long riggers




Sweeping flats
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The paints



Suggested colours
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Choice of palette







Studio tips


	When you pick up pigment for mixing colours do not worry about discolouring the source with the colour already on the brush.

	If you can, go in from the edge to keep colour pure, though it is easy to clean the pigment afterwards.
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The paper
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Surface texture




Weight and thickness



Handling paper
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Explore further





	Experiment on papers of different qualities and surfaces.

	Use rough, Not and hot-pressed papers.

	Compare the effects you can achieve and check out the differences.





Clean water


Rag or paper towel
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Miscellaneous extras






Explore further





	For the next week work with a minimum of materials, using paper no larger than 30 × 25 cm (12 × 10 in). Use one brush only, preferably a No. 8 round sable, and use three colours only – I suggest Alizarin Crimson, Prussian Blue and Aureolin.

	Paint landscapes, figures and still-lifes from subjects around you. In some paintings blend the colours on the paper rather than in the palette, using wet-in-wet or wet-on-dry techniques. In others mix the colours together in the palette before applying them to the paper. Note the different results in terms of vibrancy of colour.
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