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Kathleen Lochen Staiger, Aspen Grove, oil on canvas


Introduction to the Course

FOR YEARS I have been hearing from my students, “Why haven’t I ever learned this before?” This book is the result of requests that have come to me over the years to put my teaching down in permanent form. It is taken directly from the Basic Techniques of Oil Painting course I’ve taught successfully for more than thirty-five years. Whether you are a beginning painter or one who has painted for years but never had a really good basic course, this book will teach you how to paint—and how to paint better.

The Oil Painting Course You’ve Always Wanted is an actual painting course that you can take at home. Working at home (rather than in a classroom) gives you the advantage of being able to spend as much time as you need on each project. Using this book gives you other benefits, too, because I have been able to include a lot of additional material that I couldn’t teach in the original course due to time constraints. You will find a lot of help with problem solving and mistake fixing, as well as greater depth in each subject.

The course is organized into a series of lessons. Each lesson deals with a different aspect of painting, and each lesson builds on the previous one so that you learn by doing, which is, of course, the very best way of learning.

To get the most out of the book, you should start at the beginning and do each exercise and project. Don’t skip any chapters, even if you think you know what’s in them. You may miss something new and useful. The step-by-step projects in each lesson cover such topics as shading, color mixing, color theory, brush handling, and composition. I will guide you through the creation of a still life painting, landscape painting, and portrait painting, with specific technique information on each subject.

I have devoted a large portion of the book to the important subject of color mixing. There is an entire chapter dedicated to it as well as specific color advice in each of the other lessons. So after you finish this course, you shouldn’t ever have to search hit-or-miss for the right color again.

While this book is directed at oil painters, the methods of color mixing, including the important Rule for Shadows, are of benefit to any artist working with color, and many of the exercises can be adapted to other media.

Throughout the book you will see examples of students’ paintings from the course, so you can compare the instructions for the projects with some finished work.

You do not need any previous experience in art or painting, and talent is not a requirement for this class. This book will not only teach you how to paint, but will also teach you a new way of seeing—and hopefully will mark the beginning of a lifelong enjoyment of painting.


Getting Your Supplies Together

THIS CHAPTER will give you some information and pointers about the supplies you will need. It’s a good idea to always buy the very best materials you can afford, but there are acceptable substitutes to professional-grade supplies that will work just fine while you are learning. I will point out where you can substitute and where you should invest in better quality. On this page you will find a concise list of supplies. Welcome to the class!

PAINT

I like to work with traditional oil paint, but water-mixable oil paint will also work. If you are starting out, I recommend using student-grade oil paint because it is reasonably priced and its quality is acceptable. Winton and Academy are the student-grade lines of paint made by Winsor & Newton and Grumbacher respectively. While you can use any brand of paint, the colors I list are based on these two brands and are exactly what you will need to do the exercises.

While most colors are nearly the same from brand to brand, some of the yellows vary widely. There also may be a little confusion over the different ultramarine blues available. French Ultramarine and Ultramarine Blue are almost exactly the same in most brands. Winton and Academy both call this color French Ultramarine, so we have listed it as French Ultramarine blue throughout the book to avoid confusion. If you want to use Ultramarine Blue in another brand, or any other color in another brand, just be sure to compare the color you buy against the one on the list so that you get the right color.

NOTE: While you can mix brands, be sure you don’t mix oil paint with acrylic or alkyd paint.

In addition to the thirteen essential colors, I have included two optional oxide colors on the shopping list—Oxide of Chromium (green oxide) and Indian Red (red oxide). These colors are mentioned in the text but are not necessary.
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Paint selection: Soft Mixing White, Raw Sienna, Yellow Ochre, Burnt Sienna, Burnt Umber, Lemon Yellow Hue, Cadmium Yellow Medium, Cadmium Red Hue, Permanent Rose, Alizarin Crimson, French Ultramarine blue, Thalo Blue, and Thalo Green.

BRUSHES

You will need a basic assortment of brushes. Bristle brushes are the ones you will depend on for most of your painting. There are several kinds of bristles. Get natural brushes made from hog bristle. They have split ends, giving them the ability to make soft edges. The bristles should taper to an edge when you look at the brush sideways. If the top edge spreads out like a whisk broom, you have a cheap brush that will be difficult to manage.

For your bristle brushes, buy “flats.” The word “flat” means that the bristles are square at the top and long. “Bright” brushes are also square at the top, but are short and stubby. “Filbert” brushes are shaped into an oval at the top rather than a square. You will need a small, medium, and large flat bristle brush; you don’t need any bright or filbert bristle brushes.

Each brush will have a number near the metal collar (called the “ferrule”) that holds the bristles. Numbers vary from brand to brand, but the #10 flat used in this book was ¾ inch wide, the #6 flat was ½ inch wide, and the #2 flat was ¼ inch wide.
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Brush selection: #10 flat bristle, #6 flat bristle, #2 flat bristle, fine-pointed sable, angled shader, utility brush, and hake.

You will need one or more inexpensive utility brushes. These are commercial-grade brushes with hog-hair bristles and a short handle that are used for many household and craft projects. Utility brushes are available at hardware stores. Don’t purchase an expensive house painting brush; they’re too thick and hard to clean.

A fine-pointed brush made of softer hair (such as sable) will help you paint lines and details. Real sable can be extremely expensive, but there are many sable substitutes (I call them “sable-types”). Whatever you choose, it is important that it comes to a sharp point, and should be ½ to ⅝ inch long so that it will hold a useful amount of paint. (Like bristle brushes, sables come in a variety of tips, including flats, brights, and filberts.) We will only need one fine-pointed sable or sable-type brush. Be aware that the numbering system is different between sable and bristle brushes.

Finally there are two specialty brushes that are very useful. The first is an angled shader. It has a distinctive tip that is cut at an angle. Buy one with synthetic hairs. The other is a hake brush, which has very soft hairs and is used for blending.

Always buy the best brushes you can afford. Winton brushes are acceptable; however, I prefer Robert Simmons’s Signet brushes because they are well constructed and they last a long time.

[image: ]

A good-quality bristle brush (LEFT) tapers in when viewed from the side. A poor-quality bristle brush (RIGHT) spreads out like a whisk broom.

SUPPORTS

Supports are the surfaces upon which you paint. The usual support for oil painting is some form of canvas, although supports can also be made of wood, pressed board, or paper. Some surfaces are rough; these grab onto the paint and allow vigorous brushwork. Some surfaces are smooth; these are good for fine detail, but are more difficult to work with during the first layers because the paint doesn’t have much to grab onto.

Canvas

Most commercially available canvas comes already primed with acrylic gesso and is ready for painting. (Acrylic gesso is used for both oil and acrylic paintings.) Gesso protects the canvas and provides a pleasant, nonabsorbent surface on which to paint. It is possible to buy canvas that is “oil primed,” but I prefer the acrylic priming because it doesn’t crack when subjected to stress.

Canvas panel is the least expensive support. It is simply canvas that has been glued to a stiff backing. Many students like the relative cheapness of these supports and they are fine for practice work. Most artists, however, prefer stretched canvas. The canvas is stretched tightly around wooden stretcher bars and nailed or stapled in back or on the edge. Some canvases have two inches or more of selvage in back, which makes them easy to restretch if necessary. I recommend buying a name brand, such as Fredrix.

Fredrix also makes a “pad” of real canvas that is available in a variety of sizes and is handy for practice work. Beware of similar pads made of plastic textured to mimic canvas; they do not accept paint well. If you can’t get a real canvas pad, use canvas panels.

Wood and Pressed Board

Artists have painted on prepared wood panels for hundreds of years. You can buy wood panels and prime them yourself using acrylic gesso, or buy pressed board (Masonite) panels that are primed with gesso and ready to use. Gessobord is one such brand.

Paper

Paper makes an acceptable support for oil painting—provided that it is heavy enough (300-lb watercolor paper works fine) and properly primed. (Oil paint will destroy unprimed paper.) To prime your paper, brush a layer of acrylic gesso on each side of the paper and let it dry thoroughly. For added permanence mount the paper on a stiff backing.

EASELS

Many different kinds of commercially made easels are available. The two most common are standing easels and tabletop easels. If you’re handy, you could even make your own easel. The most important factor when choosing or making an easel is that it will accommodate the largest canvas you will ever use. (Canvas size is a very personal matter; some artists never paint larger than 16 × 20 inches and others prefer 36 × 48 inches or larger.)

Standing easels are easy to adjust to the right height to suit your chair and come in a great range of prices. Some of the tripod types can be wobbly but have the advantage of folding up. Easels with an H shape tend to be more stable. Tabletop easels are more portable. They have a device at the top that secures your painting, and a handle to make it easy to carry a wet painting. The disadvantage to these is that if you are sitting at a table you may have to use a pillow so that you are at a comfortable height to paint. Think about how you plan to use your easel (where you will be painting, whether portability is important, et cetera) before you make your purchase.

MEDIUMS AND CLEANERS

The word “medium” means two things in art. Medium refers to the material you use to create your art. Paint, collage, and pen and ink are examples of mediums. Medium also refers to what you use to thin your paint. The medium for watercolor paint is water, for example. For oil painting, you can use a simple paint thinner, such as odorless mineral spirits or odorless Turpenoid, as a medium. However, this is not very satisfactory, as it thins out the binding agents in the paint and tends to make your paint layer look flat and dull. Thinner alone is useful to thin paint, which is helpful when you want to sketch your subject on the canvas.

Traditionally, the medium for oil painters has been a mixture of artists’ oil, turpentine, and varnish. Because we are now aware of the toxicity of turpentine fumes, many artists no longer use gum turpentine either to thin their paints or to clean their brushes. Since turpentine is the only paint thinner or solvent that completely dissolves varnish, many artists have also stopped using varnish in their painting medium.

Today’s mediums usually consist of some form of linseed oil and a turpentine substitute such as odorless mineral spirits, odorless Turpenoid, or similar paint thinner made by various art manufacturers (such as Grumbacher’s Grumtine). Odorless Turpenoid has very low toxicity, and as we use very little, there are no health concerns.

The easiest and best medium for oil painters, in my opinion, is a simple combination of plain or refined artists’ (not hardware store) linseed oil and odorless Turpenoid or odorless mineral spirits. With this medium the paint will flow easily off your brush and not get sticky. Don’t be confused by the many forms of painting oils on the shelf. Stick to linseed oil. If you can’t find it in one brand, look in another. Both Gamblin and Grumbacher make plain or refined linseed oil.

Be wary of prepared mediums. Many are fast-drying or contain stand oil. Fast-drying mediums can make your paintings susceptible to cracking if they are not used with care, and in a long painting session they can get tacky and drag on your brush. Mediums that contain stand oil tend to be thick and gummy, and if you use them I recommend that you dilute them with paint thinner until they work comfortably. Both types of mediums are thick, don’t flow easily from the brush, and dry with a high gloss that will stand out in contrast to areas in which no medium was used.

If you use water-mixable oil paint (such as Winsor & Newton’s Artisan line and Grumbacher’s MAX line), you will need a medium especially made for the brand you choose.

I recommend using Turpenoid Natural to clean your brushes. (Turpenoid Natural, which comes in a can or bottle with a green label, is different from odorless Turpenoid, which comes in a can with a blue label and which we use as a thinner and for our medium.) Turpenoid Natural is completely nontoxic and rinses with water. It is an excellent cleaner, and will remove 95 percent of the paint from your brushes or your clothes. (Plain soap and water will remove the rest.) I don’t recommend using it in your painting medium, though, as it is yellow, thick, and extremely slow drying.

PALETTES AND ACCESSORIES

No matter what kind of palette you use, the most important thing is that it is large enough. Your palette should be at least 12 × 16 inches. You need room to mix paint, and you will want to be able to space the daubs of paint far enough apart so that the corner of your brush doesn’t pick up red when you’re dipping into yellow.

Personally, I like paper palettes because you never have to clean your palette; you just throw the paper away when you’re done. These can be purchased, but that’s an unnecessary expense. You can easily make one by covering a piece of cardboard or any stiff board with freezer (butcher’s) paper (positioned shiny side up), available in grocery stores. Unless you intend to hold the palette while you paint, it is not necessary to have a hole in the palette.

You’ll need something to hold your medium and your brush cleaner. I avoid small, attached palette cups—because large brushes don’t fit in them and they can’t be emptied separately. Instead, I use two cleaned tuna cans. Any wide, shallow cans will do, but you’ll be cleaning these out for reuse so be careful to check the inside to make sure there isn’t a knife-sharp interior rim.

And finally, you’ll want a palette knife. Don’t confuse this with a painting knife, which is thin and flexible. Palette knives are fairly stiff metal or plastic knives. They are not intended for painting, but rather to be mixing tools for the paint on your palette. The most useful of these are trowel-shaped—this helps to keep your knuckles out of the paint.
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Palette knife with trowel shape


Going Shopping

Now that you have learned something about all the materials you will be using, it’s time to go shopping. If you already have some supplies, be sure to check them over and add what you need—especially the paint, as it’s important to have the right colors for the exercises.

You might find it helpful to make a photocopy of this shopping list and take it with you to the art supply store. Or, if you have access to the Internet, you can purchase your supplies online from a discount catalog company, or go to your local art supply store. Reputable catalog companies and their Web sites are easily found by looking at the ads in any issue of American Artist or The Artist’s Magazine.

Paint

Both Winsor & Newton and Grumbacher make good student-grade paints—with the Winton and Academy lines, respectively. I recommend choosing your colors between them as indicated. It is important that you get the correct brand as the colors may vary—particularly with the ultramarine blue. Winton paints have numbers; Academy paints do not. I would suggest that you buy 37 ml tubes of paint of the colors, and a 200 ml tube of the white.

You will need one tube of each of the following colors:


• LEMON YELLOW HUE (Winton #26)

• CADMIUM YELLOW MEDIUM (Winton #65 or Academy)

• PERMANENT ROSE (Winton #49)

• CADMIUM RED HUE (Winton #5)

• ALIZARIN CRIMSON (Academy)

• FRENCH ULTRAMARINE BLUE (Winton #21 or Academy)

• THALO BLUE (Academy)

• THALO GREEN (Academy’s Thalo Green, blue shade is the equivalent)

• YELLOW OCHRE (Winton #44 or Academy)

• BURNT SIENNA (Winton #2 or Academy)

• BURNT UMBER (Winton #3 or Academy)

• RAW SIENNA (Winton #34)

• WHITE This should be a Titanium or Titanium-Zinc combination; Winton’s Soft Mixing White (#77) works well.

• OXIDE OF CHROMIUM (Winton #31) (optional)

• INDIAN RED (Winton #23) (optional)



Brushes


• #2 FLAT BRISTLE BRUSH (¼ inch)

• #6 FLAT BRISTLE BRUSH (½ inch)

• #10 FLAT BRISTLE BRUSH (¾ inch)

• FINE-POINTED SABLE OR SABLE-TYPE BRUSH The hairs should be at least ½ inch in length.

• 1½-INCH UTILITY BRUSH

• 1½-INCH HAKE BRUSH

• ANGLED SHADER



Mediums and Cleaners

If you’re using traditional oil paint, you’ll need to purchase the items listed below. In addition, you’ll want to procure two wide, flat cans (such as tuna-fish cans) that you can use to hold your medium and cleaner. Be sure these cans do not have a sharp interior edge.


• LINSEED OIL (2.5 ounces) This should be artists’ linseed oil (plain or refined).

• ODORLESS TURPENOID (473 ml) You can also use Grumtine or odorless mineral spirits.

• TURPENOID NATURAL (946 ml)



If you’re using water-mixable oil paint, you’ll need to purchase the items listed below. In addition, you’ll want to procure one wide, flat can (such as a tuna-fish can) that you can use to hold your medium as well as a large container to hold your water.


• MEDIUM This should be the same brand as the majority of the paint you are using. It will probably be labeled “Linseed Oil H2/0” or something similar.

• TURPENOID NATURAL (236 ml)



Other Supplies


• CANVAS PANELS One 8 × 10-inch panel and two 12 × 16-inch panels.

• CANVAS PADS Two 12 × 16-inch real canvas pads, such as the one made by Fredrix. Each pad should contain ten sheets.
If you don’t want to work on canvas pads, you can buy other practice canvas as long as it’s real canvas.

• PALETTE It should be at least 12 × 16 inches. If you don’t want to use a commercially made palette, you can make your own out of sturdy cardboard or hardboard.

• ROLL OF FREEZER (BUTCHER’S) PAPER OR A DISPOSABLE PAPER PALETTE

• MASKING TAPE

• EASEL

• PALETTE KNIFE

• PAPER TOWELS Paper towels that tear in half-sheets are cleaner and less wasteful than standard paper towels.

• BAR OF HAND SOAP

• #2 PENCIL

• KNEADED ERASER






LESSON ONE

Capturing the Illusion of Three Dimensions

HOW DO YOU MAKE SOMETHING that is created on a flat surface look as though it has a solid form? In this lesson you will learn how to use light and shadow to make your shapes pop off the canvas.

To make our drawings and paintings look real, we have to give up outlines. There are no outlines in real life, just lights and darks—and colors, of course, but that comes later. In this lesson we will be making tonal studies.

Tonal studies are drawings that have no outlines; the form is created solely by lights and darks (the tones) both on and around the form. You only see the edges of the forms if they are either lighter or darker than the background tone. That means that if there is a place on your object that is the same tone as the area behind it, you will not be able to see the edge of the object in that particular spot. We call that “losing the edge” and it is a useful artistic tool.
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The completed tonal studies project

Making Tonal Studies of Geometric Forms

You will need the following:

SUPPLIES: A #2 pencil, some white paper (any kind), and a good eraser.

TIME: About 2–2 ½ hours

These five tonal studies will help you to understand how lights and shadows define forms. We will draw a sphere, two different cubes, and two different cylinders.

DRAWING A SPHERE

Using a very light line (remember you won’t want to see the outline when you are finished), draw a small circle approximately two to three inches in diameter. Then add a line indicating the table upon which the circle is resting.

Identifying the Light Source and Cast Shadow

To understand how light and shadow fall on an object, we must first determine where the light is coming from. The lighting most frequently used by artists comes from above and to the left. This angle of light provides a good pattern of shadows on your subject. Draw an arrow above and to the left of your circle to indicate the light source.

The shadow that the sphere casts on the table travels directly away from the source of light. The shape of the cast shadow is determined by the shape of the object and the angle of the light, and it always follows the ups and downs of the surface on which it is lying.

In rounded objects that bulge out and block an overhead light, there will always be some cast shadow directly under the object, even on the side nearest the source of light. Draw the cast shadow for your sphere.

Defining the Background and Surface

Now start using tone to define the elements in your drawing. In order to see the sphere against the wall, we need to darken the wall. Shade the area behind the sphere down to the edge of the table with a medium gray. You are putting in a background tone in order create the shape of the sphere, so make sure that the sphere is clearly defined with a nice sharp edge. (This tone can be faded out as it goes away from the sphere.) The light drawing that you made at the beginning of this exercise should now disappear so that no outline is visible.
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Draw the sphere and table and identify the light source and cast shadow.

Sketch in the table with a light gray tone, and fill in the cast shadow with a darker tone. Notice how the cast shadow gets very dark, almost black, under the sphere where it touches the table. Darken your cast shadow in that area and label the shadow “C/S.”

[image: ]

Add tone to the wall and table and to the cast shadow under your sphere.

Adding Body Lights

Body lights are lights that appear on an object. When doing tonal studies, we identify three areas of light appearing on an object: general light, highlight, and reflected light.

GENERAL LIGHT

The part of the object that is turned toward the source of light will, of course, be light. Label the light side of the sphere “L.”

HIGHLIGHT

If the object is shiny, the closest point of the object to the source of light will have a highlight (a spot of slightly grayish white). Because we are working in black and white, we can’t see the highlight against the general white of the sphere, so simply make a dotted line from the arrow (showing the source of light) to a spot just inside the sphere and label it “H/L.”

REFLECTED LIGHT

Reflected light is the only light that appears on the shadow side of an object. It is light that reflects into a shadow from surrounding lights. In the image on the facing page you can see that the shadow on the sphere is not solid, but gets lighter near the bottom edge. That is because light is bouncing off the tabletop and reflecting into the sphere. Reflected light may come from many sources—another wall or ceiling, or perhaps (in an outdoor setting) the sky. These lights bounce into the shadow side of the object most strongly in places where the reflecting surface is either very close, as in the tabletop in our drawing, or very strong, as from a bright sky. The only time you will not see reflected light is if the object is completely surrounded with black.
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Add and label the light areas.


Too many reflected lights can break up the shadow patterns that give strength to a design, so sometimes they should be ignored or downplayed.



When the background is light, don’t put the reflected light on your object right at the edge or you won’t be able to see that edge. Instead, bring it slightly inside and darken the edge enough so that it shows up against the background. As the reflected light continues around the sphere and the background becomes darker, bring the reflected light back to the very edge so that you again have contrast and can see the form. Remember that reflected light is never as bright as the light on the lighted side of the sphere. Sketch in the reflected light on your sphere with a light gray and then label it “R/L.”

Distinguishing Body Shadows

The shaded part of the object is called its “body shadow.” This is distinct from the cast shadow, which is the shadow created by the object. Body shadows are subtle and typically include three parts: halftone, shadow, and (on a rounded object) the core of the shadow. In this instance, the shadows follow the curve of the sphere at right angles to the source of the light.

HALFTONE

As the sphere’s surface starts to turn away from the light, it will begin to darken. This area of part light, part shadow is called the “halftone.” Sketch a very light tone where you think the form is starting to turn away from the light. The halftone will follow the shape of the sphere and go from light into shadow very softly, with no perceptible edge. You may need to smudge your pencil marks with your finger to achieve this effect. Refer to the image below to see how to make your halftones and shadows follow the curve of the sphere. Label the halftone “H/T.”

SHADOW AND THE CORE OF THE SHADOW

Your sphere now has general light, reflected light, and halftone. It is time to put in the rest of the body shadow. Because this is a rounded object, the shadows will gradually get darker the farther the curve travels from the source of light. The darkest part of the shadow is directly opposite the lightest light (except for the reflected light at the edge). Make your pencil tone gradually darker until it bumps into the reflected light. Try to keep the transition between these two areas soft. Next to the reflected light there should be one area that is clearly the darkest. This area is called the “core of the shadow” and it only occurs on rounded objects. Make a blurred edge between the core and the reflected light, and label it “core.”
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Shadows follow the curve of the form at right angles to the source of light.

Refining the Drawing

Take a look at your drawing. You may find that your cast shadow and the tone you have on the wall are similar. If that is the case with your drawing, you should either darken or lighten the wall where it meets the cast shadow so that you can see the edge of the table. This is called “increasing the contrast.” Finally, make sure that your sphere doesn’t resemble a fuzzy tennis ball. Keep all of your edges sharp and clean.

Identifying Lost Edges

As you look at the drawing, you will probably see one or two places where the tone on the sphere and the tone of the background are the same and you have “lost” an edge. Artistically, this is a good thing because it helps the eye move from the shape of the sphere into the surrounding areas. Connecting the
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Adding the Body Lights





Distinguishing the Body Shadows
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Adding Body Lights



Distinguishing Body Shadows
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Adding the Body Lights
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Distinguishing Body Shadows
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Identifying the Light Source


Defining the Interior Shading
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TAKING IT FURTHER


LOOKING AHEAD
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