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LIGHTHOUSE NEAR PORT CLYDE, MAINE

Watercolor pencil and ink on Strathmore vellum drawing paper

63⁄4" × 71⁄2" (17cm × 19cm)
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Introduction

For an artist, working on the spot—in nature, en plein air, whatever you want to call it—can be a delight, a wonderful challenge, the ultimate high. And, yes, it is a challenge—nature sees to that! The changing light alone tests our skill and speed and our powers of observation.

Still, there are so many reasons to work outdoors: to drink in the beauty of nature; to find fresh, evocative, inspiring and challenging subjects; to spend time in the quiet places; to capture the liveliness of birds or the grace of a red fox; to learn about your environment; to perfect your skill; and just to be out where it’s achingly beautiful. Whether you take a painting vacation, a field trip led by a naturalist/artist, or a trip to some exotic, untouched locale, or you find painting subjects virtually in your own backyard, you will find subjects enough for a lifetime.

Of course, it isn’t necessary to complete a whole painting outdoors. You may prefer to sketch a variety of subjects with pencil, ink, colored or watercolor pencils, even mixed media with quick watercolor washes, then return to the comforts of home to do a more finished piece. You can take photos, both from a distance and close up. I’ll show you how to put these resources to work!

We’ll discuss the various mediums and try out the techniques together, and I’ll offer some of my favorite quick tips and hints for capturing textures. We’ll cover some of the basics, but also explore more specific and advanced techniques.

This book is organized by habitat. Each chapter includes the variety of things you will find in that specific habitat and hints on how best to capture these elements in your sketches and watercolors. The forest habitat chapter, for instance, will show you how to capture individual tree shapes, bark patterns and leaves as well as forests from a distance and in their varied seasons. You’ll also learn to paint the wildflowers that bloom in the spring and the birds, insects and animals that frequent these places.

There is a bit of the naturalist in most of us. Painting and drawing this marvelous place we inhabit allows us to slow down and learn with our own eyes, to notice, to pay attention. The child within is still curious about that big moth or the tiny, brightly colored mushroom that grows along a fallen log. How better to explore than to observe and draw or paint?

Perhaps Baba Ram Dass was not thinking of artists when he said, “Be here, now,” but that injunction certainly applies to painting in nature. We look, we see, we pay attention, we learn … and we delight in it!

Whether you love an aromatic, crackling campfire, a mountain stream, the robust wildflowers of summer or the calligraphy of tracks in the snow; whether you find time for canoeing, fishing in the early morning, watching the birds that frequent your locale or stealing silently almost within touching distance of a deer and her fawn, you will find magic in this natural world. As an artist, getting it down in concrete form is to capture those moments forever, golden as a fly in amber. Your paintings and sketches will have the power to return you to that moment in time. No matter how busy and frenetic your everyday life, these tangible evidences of time in nature will transport you back to those magical moments.




What You Need

Surface

Arches hot-pressed watercolor paper

dark toned pastel paper

Fabriano cold-pressed watercolor block

Fabriano cold-pressed watercolor paper

Fabriano hot-pressed watercolor paper

Strathmore cold-pressed watercolor block

Strathmore cold-pressed watercolor paper

Strathmore rough watercolor paper

toned warm tan drawing paper

Watercolors

Winsor & Newton unless otherwise noted:

Burnt Sienna, Cadmium Red Medium Hue [Daniel Smith], Cadmium Yellow Medium Hue [Daniel Smith], Cobalt Blue, Dragon’s Blood [Maimeri Blu], Hermatite Burnt Scarlet [Daniel Smith], Manganese Blue Hue, Minnesota Pipestone [Daniel Smith], Olive Green, Payne’s Gray, Permanent Alizarin Crimson, Phthalo Blue [Daniel Smith], Quinacridone Burnt Scarlet [Daniel Smith], Quinacridone Gold, Raw Sienna, Sedona Genuine [Daniel Smith], Titanium White, Transparent Yellow, Ultramarine Blue [Daniel Smith], Vivianite (Blue Ochre) [Daniel Smith], Yellow Ochre

Watercolor Pencils

Derwent Inktense unless otherwise noted:

Blue Grey. Burnt Sienna, Burnt Umber, Burnt Yellow Ochre, Chinese White, Cobalt Blue, Deep Vermilion, Indigo, Ivory Black, Juniper Green, Olive Green, Oriental Blue, Pale Vermilion, Prussian Blue, Sage [Derwent Graphitint], Ultramarine, Venetian Red

Brushes

1⁄2-inch (13mm), 3⁄4-inch (19mm)1-inch (25mm), 2-inch (51mm) flats

nos. 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10 rounds

12mm flat Niji waterbrush

9mm, 12mm, 15mm round Niji waterbrushes

aquarelle brush

barbered fan brush

bristle brush

small inexpensive brush for masking fluid

stencil brush

Other Supplies

black colored pencil, brush-tipped pens in shades of gray, craft knife, fine-point pen, fine-tipped marker, gouache paint, graphite pencil, HB pencil, India rubber, indigo colored pencil, liquid mask, Lyra Aquacolor watercolor crayons, masking fluid, mechanical pencil, natural sponge, old bamboo pen, pale colored pencil, palette knife, paper towels, pencil, sharp knife, sharpened stick, sunset-colored watercolor pencil, tissues, Tuscan Red colored pencil






CHAPTER ONE
MATERIALS AND SUPPLIES

What to buy, what to try: The supplies you end up using depend a lot on whether you want to work en plein air or in the comfort of your studio. We’ll touch on both options. It also depends on how much you want to spend, and whether you like to work as simply as possible or have all the bells and whistles at your disposal. I tend toward the simpler model these days, but I have indeed tried out many other options on my way, so we’ll discuss the possibilities there, too.

Just remember—there’s no “right” way. What is important is finding the tools that allow you to work the way you want to and capture what you want! That means that some exploration is in order.

BASIC WATERCOLOR SUPPLIES

We’ll start with traditional watercolor supplies and then move on to watercolor pencils and the things you may want for working outdoors. All you need to get started is paint, brushes, paper and a palette. What you choose to use beyond these basics is up to you!
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Brushes

Your basic brushes should include a round and a flat, as shown, though you will probably prefer a wider range of sizes. For me, basics include nos. 3, 5 and 8 or 10 rounds as well as 1⁄2-inch (13mm), 3⁄4-inch (19mm), 1-inch (25mm) and sometimes even 1 1⁄2-inch (38mm) flat.

In addition to these basics, I often use a barbered fan brush, a stencil brush for spattering and a few small bristle brushes, sometimes with the ends broken off and sharpened.

Many flat brushes come with what is called an “aquarelle” tip, like the green one. This gives you an additional painting tool—you can incise dark lines into your washes or push damp paint out of the way for lighter lines.
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Pencils

Most of us like to sketch at least a bit before jumping right in with watercolor. Sketching feels familiar and comfortable and gives us a little guideline. A good old no. 2 pencil will be fine for this purpose, or an HB drawing pencil (there are harder and softer pencils if you prefer, but HB is very versatile). Consider a mechanical pencil, especially for field work, since it doesn’t require a sharpener. If you like, try a black or dark gray colored pencil as an alternate drawing tool. They’re not as erasable as graphite, of course, but they do make a bold line that won’t lift or smear if you paint over it.

You can use a regular pencil sharpener, either manual or electric. Or, try sharpening your pencil with a knife blade to achieve a more versatile and often stronger point (see yellow pencil).
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Watercolors—Tube or Cake?

There are many choices for watercolorists. The products you choose will depend on your own comfort level and convenience. Artist-quality paints are nearly always a better choice than student-grade. They mix better and are more concentrated and pigment-dense. In the long run, good paints are economical: They’ll go much farther because you can use less pigment. Colors are more intense and the texture is smoother. They also tend to be more lightfast, though the better grades also offer specific pigments that are not. Most of the pigments that I mention in this book are from Winsor & Newton, though I also experiment with some of the Daniel Smith and M. Graham & Co. colors. Try a variety of brands.

If you buy a set, you may get tube or moist pan colors—the latter will still re-wet well. The only drawback to buying a set is that they often come with tiny halfpans, which are more useful for sketching than painting anything larger than 7" × 10" (18cm × 25cm). Also, be aware that someone else has decided what colors you will want, and they’re not always right. You can buy open-stock replacement pans in colors that you like in most brands, or you can get empty full or half pans and fill them yourself with tube pigments.
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Palette-able Advice

Another option is to get an empty palette and fill it with tube paints yourself. There are many styles, sizes and types of palettes. Allow the pigments to dry at least 24 to 48 hours before taking the palette into the field, or you’ll wind up with an oozy mess! You can buy a small, versatile, folding palette like the one in the illustration (great for field work!), or a full-size one for studio or serious plein air painting—I’ve used the same old John Pike palette for thirty years, and it’s still going strong.


Choosing the Right Watercolor Pencils

CHOOSE THE RIGHT BRAND

Color varies from brand to brand. The name may be the same, but the hue may be quite different. Opacity varies by brand, too. Faber-Castell Albrecht Dürer Aquarelle tools seem to be the most opaque (useful when you want to cover an area); Bruynzeel Design Aquarelle and Lyra Rembrandt Aquarell are both considerably more transparent.

Derwent Watercolour pencils are versatile and consistent. The larger set has two trays of a rainbow array of pencils so you can remove the top one to see all the colors at once. You can buy as few as twelve in a set or even one at a time from open stock if you like.

Caran d’Ache Neocolor II pencils have good lightfastness, are pigment dense and come in sets ranging from ten to eighty-four pencils.

Lyra Rembrandt Aquarell pencils dissolve exceptionally well in water and are highly pigmented. You can buy sets of twelve, twenty-four or thirty-six. Lyra water-soluble wax crayons are very smooth and creamy and dissolve well in water. They are pigment dense, brilliant, and lightfast and come in sets of twelve, twenty-four and forty-eight.

Albrecht Dürer Aquarelle Sticks from Faber-Castell are said to combine the best qualities of watercolors, colored pencils and oil pastels. Although they liquefy easily on paper, they also can adhere to glass, metal or plastic, making them an extremely versatile choice. They are rich, buttery, intense, subtle, pigment-dense and a bit more expensive than some of the other brands. They are available in twelve-pencil arrays of colors just for landscapes or portraits in addition to the all-purpose regular sets.

Aqua Monolith Aquarelle pencils are brilliantly colored woodless pencils that offer up to eight times as much lead as a wood-encased pencil. At only twice the price of the more conventional pencils, they are a good choice if you work with broad areas of color, as you can use the whole side of the pencil tip.

You may wish to mix colors by overlapping, cross-hatching or mixing on your paper or palette. Or you may prefer to choose primary, secondary or tertiary colors directly from the pencils provided. Not all sets have pigments that exactly mirror the color wheels in this book, of course. In making this book, I found myself using some of the larger sets of pencils for the versatility and variety the colors offer; you’ll choose your favorite tools for your own reasons—pigment density, transparency, softness or hardness of the pencil lead—whatever. Just find the tools that work best for you.

Be aware that many brands are sold according to numbers rather than familiar watercolor pigment names. Don’t let that throw you; just purchase pencils close in appearance to the pigments you’re used to.
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Watercolor Pencils

Although the basic technology has been around for decades, watercolor pencils have emerged only fairly recently as a viable option for serious artwork. Today, you can buy artist-quality, permanent pigments in buttery textures and intense shades. You can even get “woodless” pencils that are all water-soluble pigment except for their enameled casing. Basically, they are all watercolor pigment in dry form.

Consider trying these out with one or two open-stock pencils, or invest in a set of twelve, twenty-four or more. Choose artist-quality grade items. The old discount store pencils are weak, scratchy and dry. Try Faber-Castell’s Albrecht Dürer Watercolor Pencils, Derwent’s in either the regular watercolor pencils or their exciting new Graphitints or Inktense Pencils or Caran d’Ache’s Neocolor II Artists’ Crayons.




Note

You do need good paper with a tough, hard surface for use with watercolor pencils, or you’ll find these pencils frustrating.
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1. Warm and Cool Colors

If you just want to get your feet wet, buy a few individual pencils. I suggest a warm and cool of each primary color and a small handful of earth colors.

2. Mixing Primaries to Make Secondaries

Even if your pencil selection is small, you still can get great variety, as shown with this blending of Derwent Watercolour pencils. Here, Lemon Cadmium and Spectrum Blue make a lovely, clear, light green. Deep Vermilion and Naples Yellow combine for a fresh orange. Ultramarine and Madder Carmine make a beautiful violet.


Learning How Your Watercolor Pencils Behave

Watercolor pencils are pure, water-soluble pigment. They go on dry and behave differently from watercolor paints. Pencils are both more controllable than watercolor—in their dry form, at any rate—and a bit more unexpected, and learning to use them can be a challenge.

To help you become familiar with your pencils and their individual pigments, make samples of each of your colors. If you use different brands of pencils, make a separate chart for each brand, as they all go on differently and react differently to the application of water. Experiment with the small sets from the different brands to see which one best suits your needs. Make your sample sheets small enough to carry with you outdoors until you’re completely familiar with their qualities.
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Pigment Samples

Here are the blues, purples and greens I use most often. Notice how much Imperial Purple changes when I add water. That change can be a bit of a surprise when you are looking for a specific value or intensity, but knowing that it will happen can help you choose the right pencil.




Work small to avoid frustration

Because it can be frustrating trying to cover large areas with watercolor pencils, I usually work a good deal smaller than the half sheet (15" × 22" [38cm × 56cm]) or quarter sheet (11" × 15" [28cm × 38cm]) I usually use for painting, and I use woodless pencils, crayons or sticks where I want quicker, more dense coverage.
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ARCHER’S HOPE CREEK

Non-soluble wax-based pencil and watercolor pencil on Strathmore rough watercolor paper

43⁄4" × 73⁄4" (12cm × 20cm)

Blending Wax-Based Pencils With Watercolor Pencils

You may choose to use wax-based colored pencils and watercolor pencils together. Although the wax-based pencil can smear if you are not careful when working over it with your subsequent layer, it won’t lift or change once you add water. You can achieve bold, dramatic effects, a moody aura or interesting textures by using these two mediums together.


Choosing the Right Brushes for Watercolor Pencil

You will need a selection of brushes to moisten the pencil lines and blend the pigment. The kind of brush you choose, its size and shape and how you use it make all the difference. A small sable brush with a good point that holds only a little water will afford great control, unlike a big, wet brush, which will allow you to blend broad areas with fresh effects.

When starting out, purchase some 1-inch (25mm), 2-inch (51mm) or larger flats and an array of rounds. Though sable brushes are a joy to use, synthetic-hair brushes will work just fine and are less expensive. They have good resiliency and a good point—I do 90 percent of my painting with them.

Bristle brushes can lift just about all of the pigment from the paper’s grain, forcing it to flow across the surface like a wash. If you don’t like the effect, you can quickly lift the pigment away with a tissue before it settles. Rough handling with a bristle brush can even raise the grain of the paper, making the pigment settle more darkly in those areas—a technique that can be used to your advantage if you approach it intentionally.
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Working With Soft Brushes

A soft brush used with a light, quick touch and fresh, clean water will leave more pigment unmoved on your paper; in most cases, the pencil mark will still be at least somewhat visible. I like this technique—a nice vibration between painting and drawing. You still can see the backbone of your work, as in this quick sketch of my gray and white cat, Fuzz.
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Removing Pigment With Bristle Brush

To lift pigment away from the paper’s grain, use a bristle brush. Take a look at these three examples to see how different brands respond to lifting. On the left is Lyra Aquacolor; in the center is Cretacolor Aqua Monolith (a woodless pencil); at right is a Derwent Watercolour Pencil.


Choosing the Right Paper

You will need a painting surface that matches your needs. If you are planning a fairly wet application, buy watercolor paper of at least 140-lb. (300gsm) weight, as lighter papers will buckle. If you do use a lightweight paper, either mount it or use a dry-brush technique. Consider the surface of your paper as well. Is it tough and durable or soft and delicate? You will not be happy using one of the more delicate papers.

Another paper option is a good quality sketchbook. I often use a Strathmore bristol drawing pad with a regular surface. Its two-ply paper will withstand wetness without too much buckling. A pad of regular drawing paper will work, too, as will a block of watercolor paper—just don’t get one with a really rough, mechanical surface because it will be hard to draw on.
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Surfaces

For working at home, you may want to buy full sheets of watercolor paper (usually 22" × 30" [56cm × 76cm]) and cut them to the size you want. If you get 300-lb. (640gsm) paper, it won’t need to be stretched or taped to a support, but 140-lb. (300gsm) paper is sufficient for most needs. Tape it to a support with masking or drafting tape and you won’t have much buckling. Any small hills and valleys that form will generally flatten back out as the paper dries.

You can also buy pads or watercolor blocks. The latter are comprised of multiple sheets, glued together on all four sides, with a small opening to allow you to insert a blunt blade to free a dry, finished painting. If the paper is 140-lb. (300gsm) or better, there is virtually no buckling with blocks, no matter how wet you paint. Watercolor blocks are great for travel or field work.

There are three common surface textures in watercolor paper: rough, hot press and cold press. Cold press may be the most versatile, but many watercolorists like rough paper for a variety of textural effects. It is more difficult to control your washes on hot-pressed paper, but it can be very exciting, splashy and puddly. Try them all to see which you prefer.

As always, buy a good brand­—I like Fabriano, Arches or Strathmore. Inexpensive papers may have a nasty mechanical texture or refuse to take washes well. Some are too absorbent or buckle excessively when wet. Nothing is as discouraging as trying to paint on inferior or student-grade stuff.




Note

For use with watercolor pencils or watercolor techniques involving lifting or scraping, you will be happiest with a tough, hard-surfaced paper. Softer, more delicate papers are best reserved for traditional painting techniques.
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Smooth vs. Rough Paper

A pencil will make a smooth, unbroken line on smooth paper (as shown with the green pencil strokes), while on rougher paper the pencil skips and skitters, making a broken line rather like a linear dry-brush technique (as shown with the violet pencil strokes). If you wet it quickly and lightly, the pencil stroke will retain some of the textured effect.
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FIELD PIECE

Graphite and watercolor pencil on Strathmore rough watercolor paper

5" × 91⁄2" (13cm × 24cm)

Blending on Rough Paper

Here, there are dots and dashes of texture in the shadows on the lower left. They are left over from the original pencil tone. I used a light touch to blend that area. When adding water to the sky, I wanted to achieve a smoother effect so I blended more aggressively with my brush. Of course, non-soluble pencils keep their texture regardless of the amount of water applied.
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NEVADA RUNOFF

Watercolor pencil on Strathmore Imperial cold-press watercolor paper

73⁄4" × 51⁄2" (20cm × 14cm)

Pick Right Paper for Medium

I had planned this piece as an example of saturated color and just used the top sheet in a Strathmore paper sampler. It turned out to be a very soft-surfaced paper, fine for traditional watercolor but not at all suited for pencil work. In order to get a good strong shade the first try, you would normally apply your watercolor pencil heavily, with a great deal of vigor. But because of the fragility of the paper, I was forced to apply the color in four or five layers in order to get the intensity I was after.




Stick to strong papers

Here are two squiggles of color to demonstrate the differences in paper. The one on the left is on a softer surface, while the one on the right is on a paper with a lot of sizing, so it will take rough handling. The more delicate paper would be perfectly acceptable with traditional watercolor, but it would not be the proper choice for bold pencil work.
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Working With Colored Papers

Colored papers work well with opaque watercolor pencils and paints. Because the pigment is transparent in many pencils and paints, the color of the paper shows through, suggesting mood or unifying your composition. There are several brands of watercolor paper with pale, soft color, both warm and cool. You also can work on the more vibrant, textured papers intended for pastels or printing.

[image: ]

JAZZMAN MCSHANN

Watercolor pencil on black Canson pastel paper

10" × 7" (25cm × 18cm)

Use Black Paper for Moody, Dramatic Effect

In this painting of Kansas City jazz great Jay McShann, I used black, grainy, textured paper to capture the moody drama of the smoky clubs where he often played. I laid in the first layers of color pretty emphatically, pressing down fairly hard, and then wet them to blend. I used a pale vermilion, pink and a light blue in the shadow areas on his suit, white with pale blue shadows for his shirt and shades of burnt sienna, burnt ochre, brown ochre and white in the face. I let the black of the paper stand in for his hair, with just a bit of definition with dancing strokes of a very sharp white pencil. When those colors were dry, I went back in and restated with both wet and dry pencils—the dampened pencil points leave bold marks, as in the highlights on his hair, forehead and mouth, as well as the designs in his tie. A bit of white pencil, lightly applied and left dry just behind his head gives a bit of dimension to the background.
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JANUARY 1

Ink, colored pencil and gouache on toned paper

9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm)

Using Toned Paper

Working on toned paper lets you experiment with an almost three-dimensional effect. You can achieve this effect by laying in the darks with watercolor and adding lights with colored pencil, gouache (opaque watercolor) or white ink. Buy toned paper from your art supply store or tone your own. Either way, the effects are wonderful with watercolor.

Use whatever combination of mediums you need to get the effect you’re after—there’s no need to stay strictly with watercolor. Here, I chose a tan paper with a medium value. I did the initial drawing in my car with a technical pen. Later, at home, I added colored pencil and watercolor washes to capture the image in my mind.
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SUNSET

Watercolor on Strathmore cold-pressed watercolor paper

5" × 7" (13cm × 18cm)

Saving Time With Toned Paper

Using toned paper can also save you time when working under adverse conditions or when you want to create a mood quickly. Here, the winter sunset was fleeting and it was cold on the porch. I grabbed the pink-toned paper to give an undertone of sunset, then laid in quick wet-into-wet washes as the darkness gathered.


Prepping for Mixed Media

It’s not necessary to limit yourself to watercolor alone, of course. Mixed media can be very satisfying, and watercolor combines well with graphite, colored pencil and pen and ink. Some of these are time-honored techniques going back hundreds of years. Why not put them to work in your own paintings and sketches?

[image: ]

RESTING

Watercolor, ink and colored pencil on Strathmore cold-pressed watercolor paper

5" × 7" (13cm × 18cm)

Combining Techniques

I toned the background with a loose wash of Ultra-marine Blue and Burnt Sienna and allowed it to dry thoroughly, then I used black ink and white colored pencil to add the forms of the goat and the suggestion of dry grasses.

[image: ]

Adding Ink

Dip pens allow a wonderful variety of lines (you’ll need liquid ink, of course). Technical pens make crisp, uniform lines and brush pens can approximate watercolor (I find black or brown most satisfying for combining with washes).

Inks (both in bottles and pens) can be waterproof or water-soluble. Both have their place and offer a range of techniques. Colored pencils combine well with watercolor, too. You can be conservative and stick with black, gray and sepia ink, or you may branch out and use a rich indigo or burnt umber.
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RHYTHM OF THE TREES

Watercolor and colored pencil on Strathmore cold-pressed watercolor paper

5" × 7" (13cm × 18cm)

Combining Colored Pencil With Watercolor Washes

One of my favorite techniques for sketching and painting nature is combining wax-based colored pencils with watercolor washes. I might add the watercolor on the spot or add it later, back at camp (or home). Waiting

[image: ]




Combining Collage With Watercolor
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