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PAINTING BRILLIANT SKIES AND WATER IN PASTEL
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FIRE AND WATER

Pastel on black Mi-Tientes Canson touch sandpaper

20 × 28 (51cm × 71cm)

LIZ HAYWOOD-SULLIVAN
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DEPARTING DAY

Pastel on UART #500 sanded pastel paper

17 × 27 (43cm × 68cm)
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Introduction

Sky and water. Both are critical elements that artists have endeavored through the ages to faithfully reproduce in their landscapes. These two elements have extensive and varied characteristics and, as such, they are the exclusive subject of this book.

The sky is the most emotional aspect of a landscape. Even a small sliver of sky can indicate the nature of the weather or suggest the time of day, establishing the mood of a painting. Observing the countenance of the sky is like reading the expression on a face: A blue sky carries an optimistic outlook and dark-bottomed clouds signify foreboding and impending change.

Water enlivens a painting by bringing life and movement to the landscape with its currents, flowing lines, atmosphere, dancing light and fascinating reflections.

The sky has beckoned to me since I was a child watching the change of seasons through the character of the clouds passing above. Painting the sky was my first love, a subject that continuously showed up in my work. I thought it was my favorite subject until I noticed that, more subtly, water was often in my compositions as well.

This book explores the character of my two favorite subjects. It is illustrated with finished art as well as many step-by-step demonstrations that share my process, peeling away layer by layer how I produce a painting. A bit of science is included because I think you are a better artist when you understand what you are painting. If you can get into the character of your subject and become one with it, then that understanding will guide your hand, imbuing your painting with that innate essence we all strive to capture.

Enjoy learning a range of techniques, from how to paint a clear sky to the character of clouds and how to apply them over the sky. Learn to see the different layers of transparency in water and the nature of reflections. You’ll also find examples of ways to do things and what not to do. If there is one concept that I wish you take away from this book, it is this—as important as it is to technically understand your subject, your powers of observation are to be trusted. You need to paint what you see, not what you think. Enjoy!
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JUBILEE

Pastel on Wallis sanded paper

24 × 18 (61cm × 46cm)


The Importance of Sky in the Landscape

Since the sky is the source of light in a landscape painting, it is critical to spend time observing it, understanding it and learning how to get it right. We can’t paint without light because it creates the very forms we paint. The sky not only gives us quality of light (bright, muted), quantity of light (dusk, daytime, night), but it also gives us location of light (direct, cast, reflected) and angle of light (time of day and year).

FOCUSED OBSERVATION

Learning about the sky doesn’t mean just taking pictures of a riveting sunset to paint at a later date. To really learn about the sky, you need to spend quality time looking at it. Observe it from different points of view. Try looking at the sky and landscape by comparing them as shapes of value, or look at clouds by seeing the negative space around them as opposed to the shapes of the clouds themselves. Look at the relationship between sky and treetops when you have the sun behind you, and then turn around and see the difference in this value relationship when the scene is backlit. Observe the color change from the blue sky above you to the sky at the horizon. Does the value change as you turn around and the sun is in different locations? Also, really slow down and look at clouds. Bring out your sketchbook and try to capture the gesture of the clouds moving through the sky. Learn how to grab their movement in a few strokes and then slow down to draw some details of the value relationships and forms in an individual cloud.

A REVEALING EXERCISE

A great way to learn about light and color is to choose a color in the environment and ask yourself, “If I were to draw this, which paint would I pick?” I started doing this as a child when I was fascinated with the color of snow in waning light (it was purple!) and I continue looking at light in the same way to this very day.

Do this with your plein air setup—not doing an actual painting, but just looking at a spot and then trying to match the color on a piece of paper. What you will find is that the values and colors you think you are seeing are often quite off! Colors are stronger and more vibrant, and there is more color in both lights and shadows.

THE BOTTOM LINE

The sky provides the setting for your painting. It provides the light for your subjects, it produces the mood, and gives you clues as to location, time of day and time of year. It can be the entire painting as in a depiction of a stunning sunset, or it can be a sliver of muted light poking through the trees. It can even be absent but still providing reflected light to illuminate the side of a house. The sky defines the shapes we paint and the values we struggle to capture.
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GOLDEN GLOW

16 × 16 (41cm × 41cm)
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ON A CLEAR DAY YOU CAN SEE FOR MILES…

Pastel on UART #500 sanded pastel paper

40 × 27 (102cm × 69cm)

 

Where Sky and Land Meet

Nailing the value relationship where the sky and land touch is vital in a landscape painting. If this relationship is off, then the painting will never look right. The values of these two elements are the basis for all other value judgments you make throughout. It is therefore important to get these two values to work together from the very beginning of a painting. The easiest way to see these values is to squint!
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Wrong—Clouds Don’t Recede

The value relationship where the sky and mountains touch is correct, but the sky stays the same value and color throughout, instead of transitioning to a darker value towards the top. Also, the clouds are pretty much the same size from top to bottom. As clouds recede, they should get smaller and flatter.
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Wrong—Inconsistent Value Transition

Dark sky color is often the problem when using photographic reference. The sky becomes oversaturated. In this case, there is a good value transition, but the starting value where the sky and mountains meet is too dark. Also, notice the middle of the sky: The transition is not even from side to side. The sky is darker in the middle than at the right edge. When these common mistakes happen, the sense of light becomes confusing to the viewer.

[image: ]

Right—Good Value Transition, Good Color, Good Aerial Perspective

All elements come together in this painting. The color value of the sky where it meets the mountain is the same as in the first painting, but here it darkens evenly as it transitions upwards behind the clouds. And the clouds display proper aerial perspective, getting smaller and flattening out as they recede.

 

The Sky Sets the Mood

The sky is a very powerful component of a landscape painting with its ability to manipulate your emotions. These two paintings exhibit two very different moods with the sky leading the way. The gray moody sky sets the tone for a misty, low contrast, contemplative painting. Whereas, in the second painting, the brilliant colors of daybreak and strong contrasts are full of optimism and energy as a new day emerges. What do you want your paintings to say?
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WINDSWEPT

Pastel on black Canson paper

15" × 40" (38cm × 102cm)
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NORTH RIVER DAWNING

Pastel on black Canson paper

15 × 36 (38cm × 91 cm)

 

The Importance of Water in the Landscape

After the sky, water is probably the most prolific element appearing in landscape paintings. Water provides a focal point, helps to indicate distance and can provide a dramatic backdrop for a stately sailboat, a walk on the beach or an impending storm. Like the sky, which it mirrors, water is very emotional. It gives clues to the weather by the nature of its color and whether the reflections are mirrored, choppy or almost nonexistent. You can feel the wind on your face and smell the salt of the sea when observing a painting of waves crashing on a beach! Come to think of it, an artist is probably the only soul who can harness the power of the sea. Interesting thought.

PAINTING AND OBSERVING WATER

One of the reasons artists paint water is for the pure joy of it. We are drawn to oceans, lakes, waterfalls, beaches and pools for our enjoyment and relaxation. Water in a painting captures these pleasant emotions and bring back happy memories. Water is soothing. Properly painted, you can almost hear the sound of it. As a result, painting scenes containing water can be very lucrative. I had a friend mention after an art fair that all people wanted to buy were her paintings of the beach and sailboats. She was happy to provide them!
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Wrong—Reflections Don’t Degrade, Incorrect Angles

The reflections need to match up directly underneath their source and since water acts as a mirror, the reflections need to angle the opposite direction. The trees to the right continue incorrectly at the same angle. The building reflection doesn’t line up directly underneath and is missing its roof. Lastly, the reflected trees don’t exhibit any degrading of the image. Current lines would start to break up the image, and the trees would get lighter at their tops.
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Wrong—Poor Aerial Perspective

Artists will often draw water in the distance going up at an angle as it moves away. Although you might perceive it this way, water actually stays flat. The aerial perspective is off. The current lines in the distant water are too thick, bringing the water closer instead of pushing it into the distance. The seaweed floating on the surface of the foreground is all the same thickness and too similar in size. This flattens the painting—progressively smaller and flatter shapes would create the sense of receding distance.
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Right—Correct Aerial Perspective, Good Reflections and Image Evolution

The background water lays flat with progressively smaller lines moving into the distance. In the foreground, the reflections mirror their source properly. The reflection of the trees in the water displays proper degradation; it gets lighter and less distinct as it moves farther from the source. Thin current lines further break up the reflections and patches of seaweed floating on top of the water get smaller and flatter as they recede.
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SERENITY

Pastel on Pastelmat

27 × 19 (69cm × 48cm)
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KALEIDOSCOPE

Pastel on UART #500 artist sanded pastel paper

16 × 40 (41cm × 102cm)

PAINT WHAT YOU SEE

You will see this sentiment repeated throughout this book. It is never more important than when observing water. We automatically think of water as blue, but that is far from the truth. Many factors influence the color of water—weather, depth, reflections, suspended sediment, minerals, time of day. And then add artistic license! We will explore some of these factors in depth and challenge your powers of observing water.
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RIVERSIDE CALM

Pastel on UART #500 artist sanded pastel paper

15 × 40 (38cm × 102cm)


CHAPTER ONE

Get Started With Pastels
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The Pastel Medium

When you pick up a stick of pastel, you’re holding light and color in your fingertips. The tactile nature of this medium gives you immediate feedback and a direct connection to both pigment and paper. Pastels offer an artist an unlimited palette with few constraints as to application and expression. Indeed, there seem to be more individual styles than any other medium, in part because pastel can act as both drawing and painting. Best of all is the ability it gives the artist to paint light. The ideal method for painting in pastel is to start with your darks and then layer by layer develop the light, wrapping, draping and illuminating your subject just as it happens in reality.

In the past twenty years or so, there has been a renaissance in pastel. This new focus has been driven by advances in the actual medium and the substrates upon which pastels are painted, plus there are improved framing techniques to preserve the final art. Many new products were initially created by artists for themselves to fill a need for materials they were unable to find. At the same time, venerated lines of pastel used historically by artists such as the Impressionist artists, Degas and Monet, were being reinvigorated with availability to new markets, increased demand by artists, and a new generation of artistic leadership.

Pastels are created using the same pigments found in every medium. However, they are almost pure pigment with minimal binder and hence contain the highest concentration of pigment of any medium. Due to this renaissance, more artists and collectors than ever before are discovering pastel as a desirable painting medium. The resulting artworks rival other mediums in their competence, beauty, presence and permanence.

PURCHASING PASTELS

In an ideal world, we would be able to examine each stick of pastel before purchasing, especially the handmade pastels, where each stick seems to have unique characteristics. There are a few independently owned art supply stores that still have open stock where this is possible, but issues of breakage and concern about creation of pastel dust have limited the bigger chain stores from allowing this courtesy. Most handmade pastels are not even available through larger shops. Unless you are fortunate enough to live near a marvelous independent art store, you’ll be ordering your supplies online. Thankfully the independents, as well as major chains, have robust online purchasing presence. This option has become better with manufacturers providing color swatches online, the ease of ordering and prompt shipping. Another option is to attend one of the media conventions, which include trade shows that manufacturers attend. Many are associated with different art organizations, and for pastelists, the highlight is the International Association of Pastel Societies convention that occurs every two years. Their trade show is aptly nicknamed the “Candy Store.”

TYPES OF PASTELS

Pastels are broken down into three categories: hard, soft and oil. We will not be discussing oil pastels in this book; they act as a different medium. In the range between hard and soft pastels, there are many different variations. Through experience, you’ll discover which pastels give you the look and feel that works best for you. I have noticed, when working with my students, that we are all drawn to the brilliant colors pastels embody so beautifully. New pastelists generally purchase a set of one brand and build off of that. However, you cannot paint with all bright colors. What is missing are the modifiers, the grays and colored neutrals that, when layered over those brights, can change temperature and modify value. Be sure your palette contains plenty of neutrals.

Harder pastels make a good drawing tool, to start a painting and to tighten up details at the end. Soft pastels lie down beautifully to create layers of color and go down well over harder pastels. Use soft pastels with a light touch to prevent the tooth of the paper from filling up.

Pastels also break down into either machine-made or handmade. Machine-made, extruded pastels are less expensive and tend to be harder, but are more consistent in color and shape, which artists like when reordering a favorite color. There are a number of handmade pastels to choose from that are generally softer, with higher pigment concentrations and a larger color/value selection. Experienced pastelists often use several brands, including both hard and soft pastels in their palettes. They often can’t identify a particular pastel because as it gets used, the label has been removed and shape changed. A favorite
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