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  Capturing the Moment in Oils
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    Pembrokeshire Sea Cliffs, Port St Justinian


    Oil on canvas, 61 x 76 cm (24 x 30 in)
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    The Dry Dock, Thorne, Yorkshire


    Oil on board, 30.5 x 25.5 cm (12 x 10 in)
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    A Pembroke Beach


    Oil on canvas, 61 x 76 cm (24 x 30 in)

    I paint beach scenes throughout the year; they are one of my favourite types of subject matter.

  


  


  Oil paint has always been the medium in which I have felt most confident. From the very first time I used it, in my early teens, I instinctively knew that it was the most suitable medium for my kind of painting – which even in those early, formative years was principally expressive, plein-air work (that is, painting outdoors). Naturally, to begin with, my colours were sometimes harsh and my attempts at handling paint rather crude and ‘lumpy’, but I instantly liked the feel of oil paint and the way that it could be moved about to shape forms and effects on a canvas or board. Without doubt that Christmas gift of an oil-painting set, when I was about 12 years old, proved to be an extremely significant present!
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    David Curtis in his studio

  


  


  I remember quite clearly the first painting I did outside. It was a simple farmyard scene with a ginger cat in the foreground, and it still hangs in my mother’s bedroom. Guided by some very experienced local artists, notably Andy Espin-Hempsall, I soon began to appreciate the strengths of oils – both in terms of colour and technical range – for capturing the essence of a subject speedily and successfully. A quality I started to exploit, and which remains vital to the way I work today, is the fact that oils can be used in a very direct manner. If desired, a painting can be developed in a single session as a ‘one-hit’ process, with no further modifications.


  Since those early days I have continued to explore the potential of oils for expressing the many different subjects and effects that inspire me to paint. I have now been painting for more than forty years, and from my experience I would certainly single out perseverance as one of the most important qualities that artists need. It takes a good deal of time and hard work to acquire the necessary skills and confidence, and even the most accomplished painters accept that there is always something new to learn.


  As you will see when you study the text and illustrations in this book, I place great emphasis on observation and composition. Also, I firmly believe that figurative painters need good drawing skills. Exciting subject matter, accomplished technique and a sensitive use of colour are all very important aspects of painting, but the overall impact is invariably weakened if there are faults in the drawing or design.


  Additionally I would like to make the point that while I love oil paint, I do not view it as an exclusive medium. I also paint in watercolour, and in the past I have worked in various other media, including pastel and pen-and-ink. There is great value, I think, in having the ability to switch from one medium to another. It gives you a fresh perspective, a different way of looking and understanding, and one medium can inform another. Often in the studio, and occasionally outside, I will start with an oil painting and then move on to work in watercolour, or vice versa. I find this a good way to keep my paintings lively and interesting.


  This book covers every aspect of my working methods, from the materials I use to varnishing and framing the finished paintings. In all my work, whether in oils or watercolour, the transient effects of light, weather and mood are the features I am usually concerned with the most. Sometimes I paint in the studio, working from location drawings and similar reference material, but more often I paint on the spot, directly from the subject matter. In my opinion there is no substitute for this approach, and no more rewarding way of painting than to place a brushstroke in direct response to something you have just seen.


  I think it is a pity that modern-day painters are less inclined to work outdoors. But if this book encourages more artists to adopt a plein-air approach, then I shall be delighted – there is no greater creative experience! Working on site is more rewarding for the artist, and similarly beneficial for the paintings, invariably giving them an inherent integrity and a real sense of connection with a certain place and time.


  


  
    [image: illustration]


    Brancaster Foreshore, Norfolk Coast


    Oil on board, 30.5 x 40.5 cm (12 x 16 in)

    I like to work directly from the subject whenever I can, and I greatly enjoy the challenge of atmospheric scenes such as this.

  


  1 Making a start
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    Pond and Garden, Gibdyke House


    Oil on canvas, 51 x 30.5 cm (20 x 12 in)

  


  

  Each painting medium – be it watercolour, oils, acrylics, tempera or gouache – has its own character, potential and limitations, and naturally it takes time, as well as a good deal of commitment and perseverance, before we can start using the medium with confidence. An interesting aspect of oil painting is its long history, and this is something that can obviously benefit the present-day artist, who can learn from many well-established procedures and techniques. Placing an emphasis on traditional skills is always a good way to begin, I think. Of course the eventual aim is to paint in a style that is distinctly your own, but the best means of achieving that is to first arm yourself with a sound understanding and knowledge of oil paint and oil-painting methods.


  I know from my own experience, when I started painting in oils more than forty years ago, that progress depends on a willingness to experiment, and indeed learn from the mistakes that inevitably occur. I went out painting with much older and far more skilful artists, and I soon found that the best way to start in oils was to paint with broad areas of colour and to think in terms of simple, block-like shapes. I was advised not to use the paint too thickly to begin with; to avoid body colour (the addition of white paint in a mix) until the later stages of a painting; to set the dark tones with pure colour, while leaving the extreme whites as areas of unpainted canvas or board; and to work with bold, contrasting strokes.


  In this way, I was told, I would be able to control the painting right from the start. It was good advice, and certainly advice that I, in turn, would offer others. The essential things to remember in oil painting are to work from thin to thick paint (what is known as painting ‘fat over lean’); to consider the general shapes before any detail; and always to avoid unnecessary detail.


  A Versatile Medium


  Oil paint has very distinctive paint-handling characteristics, and what makes it so different from other media is the richness and resonance of the colour quality that can be achieved, and the potential for very expressive marks, textures and surface effects. It is not, as many people are inclined to believe, suited only to large studio paintings. As A Kensington Side Streetshows, oil paint is also an excellent medium for plein-air work, especially for capturing the fleeting effects of light, which is something that particularly interests me.


  In fact, when painting outside, I would say that I usually capture a light effect better in oils than in watercolour. For me, oil paint is ideally a ‘one-hit’ medium, by which I mean the colours are applied in a quick, direct way, as more or less finished colours with no subsequent glazing or overworking, as explained in the section on alla prima. I also regard it as the prime all-weather
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