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As a professional illustrator, I work with lots of different techniques, but watercolour is by far my favourite medium. It’s infinitely versatile - you can get endless colour variations, play with blending and transparencies, try out different types of paper, and mix it with other media to get really striking results. Innovation is the name of the game!

This is probably not the first idea that comes into your head when you think about watercolour painting. It’s likely you consider it gentle, perhaps even staid and old-fashioned and most commonly used for landscapes and florals. But watercolour is undergoing a Renaissance. It’s perfect to mix with ink, technical pen, pencil, charcoal or pastel, using watercolour as a contrast to the base illustration; you can also use it to create collages and silhouettes, or with stencils. You can be as bold as you like with your use of the paint, and create surprising compositions which, if you flick through the pages of this book, you will see are a far cry from most preconceptions about watercolour.

Perhaps what I love about watercolour the most is that it doesn’t have to be perfect. In fact, it can’t be perfect. This encourages experimentation, and I’m excited by how it can be difficult to predict or control the results of what I’m working on. Every artwork created with watercolour is unique and, try as we may, getting the exact same effect a second time is pretty much impossible.

It’s possibly this that’s allowing watercolour to have its second life. Digital illustration is very popular and we can get fantastic results using technology. But even though we can create a watercolour-effect illustration using a computer, it’s just not the same as a ‘real’ piece of artwork, with all its surprises and quirks, painted by hand on paper.

I’m often asked how I produce the effects in my artworks – people want me to teach them or let them come to my studio and see how it’s done. Well, that’s what I’m doing here. I invite you to follow the exercises in the book and put the techniques I use into practice. If you’re a beginner, I’m thrilled to introduce you to my favourite medium and hope that I’m opening the door for you to a new world of pleasure and creativity; if you already paint with watercolours, then I hope you’ll learn some new techniques, enhance your skills and find renewed inspiration.

In the following pages I’ll show you some modern and graphic techniques, and also share my best tips and the many discoveries I’ve made over the years working with watercolour. You won’t find anything too complicated here – my last word is to urge you to explore your own creativity and experiment for yourself. Don’t worry about making mistakes – just have fun.

INTRODUCTION

Perhaps what I love about watercolour the most is that it doesn’t have to be perfect.
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COLOUR & PAINT

The special quality of watercolour painting is its translucency. The colours in a watercolour work appear bright and luminous, and a huge range of effects can be achieved with this incredibly versatile medium.

Painting with watercolour is based on subtractive colour mixing. The pigments in solid and cream watercolours, and dyes in liquid watercolours, are materials that absorb or ‘subtract’ certain wavelengths of light, so instead of pure white, where a paint is applied, we see colour. There are hundreds of ways in which the primary colours – red, yellow, and blue – can be mixed together to produce a range of colours, and in theory, black is produced when we mix the three primary colours. In practice however, we usually use black paint if we want to paint something black as we get a stronger colour with a pure pigment or dye.
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COLOUR & PAINT

THE COLOUR WHEEL
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The three primary colours of the standard colour wheel are: red, yellow, blue. When two of the primary colours are mixed together, we get the secondary colours: green, purple, orange. Tertiary colours are produced by mixing a primary colour with the secondary colour ‘next’ to it, as you can see in the diagram opposite. The tertiary colours are: {1} Yellow- orange (amber), {2} Red-orange (vermilion), {3} Red-purple (magenta), {4} Blue-purple (violet), {5} Blue-green (teal), {6} Yellow-green (chartreuse).

The exact colour that you produce when you’re painting will depend on which paints you start off with. For example, you would get a much softer green if you mixed Aureolin (Cobalt Yellow) with Cobalt Blue than if you mixed Winsor Yellow with Winsor Blue. And those two greens would be different from the green you’d get if you used a green pigment or dye to begin with, such as Viridian or Hooker’s Green.

TIP: You can create numerous variations of each colour you have just by adding white (or water), black or grey. To the left you can see two strips of paper showing different shades of grey from black to white. The strip on the left was made lighter by adding water, the strip on the right was made lighter by adding white.
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