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GREGG KREUTZ, LIGHT ON THE WATER, 2005, OIL ON LINEN, 30 × 40 INCHES (76.2 × 101.6 CM).
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GREGG KREUTZ, CHEFS, 2009, OIL ON CANVAS, 20 × 25 INCHES (50.8 × 63.5 CM).
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GREGG KREUTZ, TAOS HORSES, 1990, OIL ON CANVAS, 30 × 38 INCHES (76.2 × 101.6 CM).
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GREGG KREUTZ, THE CRITIC, 2002, OIL ON CANVAS, 22 × 24 INCHES (55.8 × 60.9 CM).



INTRODUCTION

Every oil painter knows the feeling: You’re standing in front of the easel studying your painting, and while nothing seems particularly wrong with it, there’s nothing particularly right about it either. The picture sits there, staring back at you, obviously in need of help, but sending no clear signal as to what kind of help.

In my experience, when that happens, when unknown forces have dragged the picture down to the murky depths and are blocking all attempts at resuscitation, it’s time to hit the big issues, time to strip away superficiality and go after the essentials.

But which essentials? As you will see in the following pages, there are many oil painting essentials that are important, but they can’t all be summoned up and thrown at the suffering painting. When you run up against a serious artistic impasse like the one described above what you need are—prime essentials!

And luckily, after forty years of intensive research, I’ve figured out exactly what these prime essentials are:

• Accuracy: Make sure you accurately depict the subject.

• Design: Arrange the material in a dynamic pattern.

• Depth: Make sure the near/far feeling of space is convincing.

• Drama: Intensify the visual energy.

Each of these prime essentials is important, and each needs to be given full attention by the oil painter.

What often happens, though, is that one or more of them is neglected, and the picture doesn’t reach its full potential. For example, if you put all your energy into accuracy but neglect design, depth, and drama, the painting becomes just an inventory of what’s seen. Or if you emphasize design at the expense of depth, accuracy, and drama, you get a picture with a flat, decorative, cutout look. If the picture is to succeed, each prime essential needs to be fully manifested on the canvas.

The painting, in other words, has to run on all four cylinders. Neglect any of them and you’ll end up with a lopsided, incomplete picture.

Not that getting each prime essential right is easy—some artists may have no problem with drama, say, but may flounder on accuracy. Others might do brilliantly with accuracy, but fail to design the picture. So how do you master all four?

HOW TO MASTER ESSENTIALS

Researchers who study individual achievement say that skill mastering is the result of constant practice. They’ve even calculated exactly how much practice is needed. To achieve expert status in a discipline, they say, twelve thousand is the magic number. Put in twelve thousand hours and you’ll nail it.

While that might be true of certain disciplines, it doesn’t apply to oil painting. Spending four years churning out a painting a day won’t guarantee that you’ll end up a good painter. More likely you’ll end up wanting to do something else—possibly anything else. Why? Because the skill of oil painting is not time dependent. It’s insight dependent. Developing as a painter means figuring out the answers to questions like: Why does the world look the way it does? What makes a picture effective? What is harmony? What is discord?
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GREGG KREUTZ, POOL HALL, 2010, OIL ON CANVAS, 18 × 20 INCHES (45.7 × 50.8 CM).

    Here’s some focused attention on skill mastering.
    


Those questions aren’t answered by repetitive action; they’re answered by empathetic investigation, by hands-on (or perhaps brushes-on) exploration. Just as a scientist won’t make headway by doing the same experiment day after day, an artist can’t expect improvement by painting the same picture day after day. How then does one master oil painting essentials?

Sensitivity

Sensitivity is the core component for mastering oil painting essentials. Sensitivity, in this sense, means being alert to the color of light, the gesture of a model, the delicacy of a leaf, and the sturdiness of a pot, as well as being keenly attuned to the touch of a brushstroke. In my view, that kind of holistic sensitivity—where equal attention is paid to both subject and process—is the real key to developing as an oil painter.

Sensitivity lays the groundwork for insight. In this book, I will share painting insights I’ve had over the past forty years, but ultimately for you to really benefit, you’ll have to reach your own conclusions. What I’ve figured out will hopefully provide some guidance, but each insight I convey is only helpful if you experiment with it and turn it into your own. I believe—and hope you will discover—that there’s an intelligence below the surface of consciousness that informs our insights. Part of our task as artists is both tapping into that intelligence and trusting it. Once accessed, that intelligence can increase your understanding, deepen your sensitivity to your surroundings, and enrich your oil painting.

Exploration of Multiple Genres

I believe that sensitivity-derived insights can best occur when the artist explores different kinds of subject matter. Portraits, figures, still lifes, landscapes, and interiors—each of these genres teaches important lessons about accuracy, design, depth, and drama. When practiced collectively, they help expand the artist’s range of expression. And I say this knowing there are many artists who purposefully confine themselves to one particular genre. They become exclusively portrait painters or still life painters or landscape painters, and lock in on that one identity.

Why? For some, if they’ve mastered a certain discipline, they enjoy doing only what they do best. Others might feel that limiting themselves to one kind of subject makes them an easier commodity to package.

But in my experience as a painter, moving from subject to subject is the better approach because it widens the learning opportunity window. I like to work on a still life, for example, and then shift to a figure painting. Often the figure painting will benefit from some of the insights gained in painting the still life. Then when I move on to a landscape painting, there might be things I observed while painting the figure—maybe the way the light raked over a model’s back—that I can use to enrich the landscape. Often these pictorial ideas can become strong design elements around which whole paintings can be built.

SPANNING GENRES

Here are three examples of how a visual idea can be used in multiple genres. These pictures below and opposite may depict different subject matter, but each is structured around the same visual scheme: the S curve. As its name implies, this particular design idea is a way to pull the viewer through the canvas in one direction and then (like the letter S) reverse that direction. It’s a vital tool if the artist wants to control how the eye travels through the imagery.
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GREGG KREUTZ, BEND IN THE RIVER, 2007, OIL ON LINEN, 20 × 24 INCHES (50.8 × 60.9 CM).

    I emphasized the S curve of the river to lead the eye through the canvas.
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GREGG KREUTZ, NUDE, 1998, OIL ON PANEL, 18 × 24 INCHES (45.7 × 60.9 CM).

    Here’s a lot of unfinished content contrasted with the highly finished figure, all united by the S curve.
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GREGG KREUTZ, STILL LIFE WITH LOBSTER, 2002, OIL ON LINEN, 34 × 25 INCHES (86.3 × 63.5 CM).

    I used an S-curve format (arranging the props around the letter S) to hold all the disparate elements together.



On this page and this page, there are two examples of another visual concept that spans genres. In this case, the concept is looking through a dark framing boundary into the lit center of interest.

Learning how to identify and employ shared design concepts within various genres helps pull the painter away from a sequestered approach. As artists, we may isolate ourselves in a specific genre or in an individual painting.

Even within single paintings, one of the big problems for the artist is isolation, that is, the tendency to focus too much on single visual issues. If you’re painting a landscape, say, you might get stuck on a tree branch without ever relating it to the larger issues of the painting. Somehow our minds tend to zero in on a single phenomenon and lose sight of how that phenomenon connects to whatever surrounds it. This isolating tendency—whether it occurs within a single painting or an exclusive genre—ultimately limits the artist’s development.

To counteract that, to help the oil painter break free of narrowing constraints, the first chapter of the book is devoted to oil painting essentials that need to be understood no matter what you’re painting. The chapter is divided into two parts. Part 1—“Concept Essentials”—is about insights and ideas that apply to all painting. Part 2—“Process Essentials”—explores techniques and procedures that will help the artist regardless of subject matter. Then, in the subsequent chapters, I’ll explore specific genres to show both what’s unique to them and how they connect to the bigger essentials or ideas.
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GREGG KREUTZ, BELOW THE MANHATTAN BRIDGE, 1982, OIL ON LINEN, 42 × 34 INCHES (106.6 × 86.3 CM).

    Here I’m exploring the idea of dark surrounding light. In this picture, within the building-framed pocket of light, I used billowing smoke to silhouette and showcase the two characters at the bottom of the canvas.
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GREGG KREUTZ, NATIONAL ARTS CLUB, 1993, OIL ON LINEN, 16 × 18 INCHES (40.6 × 45.7 CM).

    Another dark-surrounding-light concept. So as not to get paint on the club’s carpet, I painted this in my studio from pencil sketches.



Above all, whatever you choose to paint ultimately needs to function as a picture—a visual event with a beginning, middle, and end. Or to put it another way: what’s on the canvas has to have some kind of purpose, some pictorial meaning.

WHAT IS THE MEANING OF OIL PAINTING?

This leads us to the bigger question: What is the meaning of oil painting? Why should you indulge in this difficult, messy activity? After all, taking pictures with a camera is easier, faster, more accurate, and much less likely to ruin your clothes.

Why should you spend your valuable time pushing around oil paint?

Well, first of all, cameras may be convenient, but they don’t really duplicate how we see. They duplicate how machines see. We’ve gotten so used to the look of photographs that we don’t notice anymore how flat they look. A fully realized oil painting can have much more resonance and depth.

More significantly, in my opinion, the reason to become a representational oil painter is because it is a deeply fulfilling activity that connects you directly to life. But don’t take my word for it—ask Leonardo da Vinci. In his notebooks, he says, “Of all the sciences, oil painting is the most important.”

Of all the sciences!

In today’s world, of course, we have trouble seeing the connection between oil painting and science, but da Vinci held that science and painting were deeply connected. How so?

Effective representational oil painting requires a scientific-like investigation into how visual life operates. Each painter has to analyze and decode the true nature of perceived reality. The artist must ask and answer questions like Why do things look the way they do? How do we correctly read depth? How do we perceive color? What makes something bright? How do we recognize shadow?

These questions are absolutely scientific. But there are philosophical questions as well that the representational oil painter needs to explore. Questions like What is beauty? What is good? What is human? What is meaningful?

All these and more are within the purview of the representational oil painter. In this sense, oil painting is neither a trivial endeavor nor just a recreational activity. If you’re a representational oil painter, you’re part of a proud tradition of truth-seeking men and women. And if you follow their lead and make oil painting a primary part of your life, you may not find riches or glory, you may not create a transcendent masterpiece, but I can assure you of one thing—you will definitely get paint on your clothes.
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GREGG KREUTZ, SELF-PORTRAIT, 2008, OIL ON CANVAS, 18 × 14 INCHES (45.7 × 35.5 CM).
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GREGG KREUTZ, THE SETUP, OIL ON LINEN, 2009, 22 × 30 INCHES (55.8 × 76.2 CM).



CHAPTER 1

ENGAGING THE ESSENTIALS: CONCEPT AND PROCESS IN OIL PAINTING

Whether you’re painting a portrait, a figure, a still life, a landscape, or an interior, there are oil painting essentials common to all that transcend genre. In the introduction, I named the four prime oil painting essentials: accuracy, design, depth, and drama. These four both underlie and interact dynamically with the other oil painting essentials that I will map out in this chapter. Then, later in this book, I will show how they apply to particular genres.

As I also mentioned in the introduction, because oil painting involves both concept and process, I’ve divided this chapter into two parts. The first, “Concept Essentials,” delves into core ideas like the nature of shadow, the nature of light, the perception of depth, the function of selectivity, and the specifics of what makes an image compelling. The second, “Process Essentials,” explores the procedure of oil painting, including such things as the use of abstraction to start a painting, the four steps of completing a painting, the importance of stroke variety, and how to create the feeling of movement in pictures. Throughout the book, to make clear which type of essential I’m referring to, I’ll use CE for concept essentials and PE for process essentials. I’ll begin by covering the concept essentials.

CONCEPT ESSENTIALS: LEARNING TO SEE WITH CLARITY AND INSIGHT

Luckily for the oil painter (and especially lucky for someone with a memory like mine), grasping concept essentials doesn’t mean retaining lots of rules and regulations. Learning
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Selectivity: Reduce Visual Complexity





[image: ]












[image: ]


       





[image: ]


    
    




[image: ]


    
    







[image: ]






[image: ]


    
    







[image: ]


    
    





    
        [image: ]


        
        
       
    

    
        [image: ]


        
    


    


[image: ]


    
    




[image: ]


    
    



Selectivity: Wrap-Up
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Shadow: Create Drama and Shape Dimensionality



[image: ]


    
    










[image: ]


    
    




HOW NOT TO PAINT SHADOWS
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Light: Illuminate Your Oil Painting
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Massing: Retain the Integrity of Big Shapes
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Color, Light, and Highlights: Create an Effective Interplay
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Prioritization: Make the Pictorial Primary
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Movement: Capture the Dynamism of Value, Color, and Physicality
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    A Few Final Concept Essentials: Remember Balance and Variety
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Concept Essentials: Wrap-Up


PROCESS ESSENTIALS: NUTS AND BOLTS OF OIL PAINTING


Active Creation: Be Sure You Like Oil Paint!
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Beginning a Picture: Use Active Oil Paint
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OPTIMAL SEQUENCE STEP BY STEP
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Process Essentials: Wrap-Up
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