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Still Life with Fruit, 2004, oil on canvas,

20 × 16 inches (40.64 × 50.8 cm), private collection
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Bouquet, 1987, oil on paper,

30 × 23 inches (76.2 × 58.4 cm), collection of Constance and Robert Friel


INTRODUCTION


STILL LIFE IS A FORGIVING GENRE. It does not demand the personal likeness of a portrait. Nor does it require the accurate proportions of the human figure. And, unlike a landscape, it does not change with the weather. Instead, the still life is a genre that provides the artist with time to study and the opportunity to look closer. The still life can become what the artist wants it to be. It can be a simple grouping of white bottles or a complex arrangement of glass, metal, and wooden objects. It can be a purely formal subject, set up for the purpose of studying drawing and painting techniques. Or it can be a platform for emotional expression, incorporating personal symbolism and imagery.

When I was a painting student, a professor of mine once remarked that most painters go through a still life period. His words must have left an impression on me: My “still life period” has been going on for nearly two decades now. During that time, I have continuously painted the still life and taught painting using the still life. What I have learned along the way has developed into a series of foundation oil painting classes. Students in my classes work from the still life, but my goal is to teach them oil painting. For more than a decade, I have had the pleasure of developing and sharing the ideas presented in this book with many students. In all that time, the still life and the techniques of oil painting have never failed to fascinate me.

This book begins by providing you with information that will help you get started painting. The first three sections of the book share ideas to help you set up an oil painting studio and cover, among other topics, lighting, equipment, and studio safety. Information is also provided on your painting materials, including paints, palettes, brushes, solvents, mediums, and supports. There are also step-by-step instructions on preparing your canvas and paper for oil painting, and a section on setting up and lighting your still life.

We then move on to still life painting lessons, five in total, each with clear and concise step-by-step instructions and illustrations. As in my classes, while the still life is the subject, the lessons introduce the basic the techniques of oil painting.

We begin by exploring still life composition through thumbnail sketches, and use preliminary drawings to gain accurate proportions. We also study the characteristics of light and shadow by using an underpainting, and learn the basics of color theory and color mixing with both limited and full palettes. We learn how to use a variety of brushes in order to create sharp and soft edges, and we cover techniques that are helpful when painting metal and glass. Finally, we apply glazing and scumbling techniques to bring luminosity and texture to the still life painting.

These still life lessons cover a wide range of painting techniques, but each painting demonstration is presented in a logical sequence and builds on the skills acquired during the previous lesson. I encourage you to continue to practice, and to customize the different techniques explained in this book to fit your own interests. When you are finished with this book, I hope that you will have gained a comprehensive knowledge of oil painting and improved your painting skills along the way. And of course, I hope that your still life period is a rewarding one.
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Still Life: Daylight, 1995, oil on canvas,

18 × 23 inches (45.7 × 58.4 cm), collection of Pamela Belyea and Gary Faigin
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PART I

YOUR STUDIO

SETTING UP A PLACE TO PAINT may not be as pressing an issue if you are taking a painting class and have an equipped classroom studio. But even if you are taking classes, you should try to have a place where you can continue to practice painting outside of class. Like so many other disciplines, when it comes to painting, practice is the best teacher. You should have a place where you can log in the painting hours and improve your skills. Whether you are carving out a corner of your basement or renting your own studio space, the following information will help you set up your studio so it becomes a productive, comfortable, and safe environment in which to work.

A DEDICATED WORK AREA

Ideally, your studio should be in a work area that is dedicated solely to the purpose of creating art. This is not always possible, especially if you are painting in your home. But you should avoid working in a multipurpose area that requires you to break down your equipment and materials after each painting session. Setting up and putting away your easel, painting materials, and still life before and after each session can take up a lot of your time and energy. Instead, if you can designate an area that can be used at all times as your studio, it will help you maintain creative momentum and productive working habits.

RUNNING WATER

Your studio will need running water, preferably from a utility sink. Having a sink in your studio will make it possible for you to wash your hands while you work, clean your brushes, and wipe up the occasional spill. A sink will also come in handy for projects such as priming your canvases and stretching paper to board. If your studio is in your home, the closer the sink is to your work area, the less chance you will have of tracking paint throughout the house. Oil painting gets messy at times, and having a sink nearby will help you maintain a clean studio. Of course, this isn’t always possible, so don’t let not having a nearby sink discourage you from painting.

LIGHTING

Your studio should have good lighting. This includes overhead lighting for the room as well as lighting for the still life and your easel.

NATURAL LIGHT

Natural light, preferably with northern exposure, is an ideal way to light an art studio. It can also provide a soft illumination to the still life. Northern exposure is favorable because it changes less throughout the day than eastern, southern, or western exposures, but be aware that north light still changes with the weather conditions and times of the day. If you are working from natural light, turn off any artificial lights in the studio, and use natural light to illuminate both your still life setup and your easel. The images on this page and this page were painted in natural light.

ARTIFICIAL LIGHT

While artificial light is more dependable than natural light, it is perhaps not as aesthetically pleasing. Shadows are higher in contrast, so you lose the subtlety that natural light provides. Furthermore, incandescent bulbs give off a warm, yellow light, which can affect your color mixing. Nevertheless, with artificial light, you can work at all hours of the day and night, so many artists choose this option. Full-spectrum incandescent lightbulbs that duplicate natural sunlight are available at most art supply stores. Use one spotlight to illuminate your still life and another for your easel. You can find inexpensive spotlights at hardware stores, but make sure that the lamp’s fixture can withstand the wattage of the bulb that you are using. High wattage is really not necessary. To minimize glare I prefer using a 40-watt bulb to illuminate my easel. When working with artificial spotlights, turn off any other studio lighting, like overhead lights, that may provide an unwanted second light source in your setup. The images on this page and this page were painted in artificial light.
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Still Life in Window Light, 1995, oil on canvas,

25 × 21¾ inches (63.5 × 55.3 cm), private collection

As this still life was painted in natural light, the shadows are soft and low in contrast.

STUDIO EQUIPMENT

You will need to furnish your workspace with studio equipment, including, among other things, an easel, a small table or taboret, a large table or flat working surface, and of course, still life objects. Aside from a dependable easel, most of these items can be found at a garage sale or secondhand furniture store. These are essential furnishings for your studio.

EASEL

There are many options to think about when selecting an easel. In addition, purchasing an easel can be costly, so consider using an inexpensive one while you are first learning to paint. In time, you will be clearer about which kind of easel is best suited to you. If and when you decide to spend more money on an easel, consider its sturdiness, size, portability, and the material with which it is made. Most easels are either made from hardwood or aluminum. Aluminum easels are not as classic as hardwood easels, but they are lightweight, sturdy, and relatively inexpensive.

Below is a brief comparison of the different types of easels from which to choose.

STUDIO EASELS

Studio easels are usually constructed using an “H-frame” design that features two sturdy upright posts and a horizontal crossbar. These easels are very stable, and are capable of supporting larger canvases. Some larger studio easels are also equipped with castors so they can be moved with ease throughout the studio. However, studio easels cannot be folded and put away, making them permanent fixtures in your workspace.

SKETCHING EASELS

Sketching easels are put together using a tripod design. They are designed for portability, and often come with collapsible legs that make them easy to break down and store between painting sessions, but they are not stable enough to support large paintings.

FIELD EASELS

French-style field easels combine the tripod design with a compartment where you can store your painting supplies. While a French easel is intended to be used as a field easel, it can also be used in the studio, thus making it a good purchase if you also intend on painting outside or in studios other than your own. French easels are sturdy and portable, but they will not hold as large a canvas as a studio easel.

TABORET OR SMALL TABLE

You should have a taboret or a small table next to your easel to keep your materials within reach as you work. A taboret is a small storage cabinet equipped with drawers and shelves for storing art materials and a flat surface on top for placing “in use” materials such as your palette, brushes, solvents, and mediums. A taboret often comes equipped with castors, so you can roll it around the studio, keeping it alongside your easel. Instead of a taboret, a small table will also serve the same purpose, but has less storage space. In this case, you could store your painting materials in a paint box and place it beneath the table.

FLAT WORKING SURFACE

Your studio should also have a large table, desk, or other flat working surface for doing tasks like stretching, priming, and toning canvases; varnishing paintings; or even framing pictures. Cover the surface with a sheet of cardboard to pad it. A padded surface is easier to work on and less likely to scuff or scratch your paintings. Lay Kraft paper over the cardboard, and replace it periodically to keep the working surface clean.
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Evening Still Life, 1992, oil on canvas,

24 × 20 inches (61 × 50.8 cm), collection of Constance and Robert Friel
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Sunflower, 1994, oil on canvas,

30 × 24 inches (76.2 × 61 cm), private collection

STILL LIFE TABLE

Of course, you should also have a table upon which to set up your still life. The table may appear time and time again in your paintings, becoming a familiar subject in your art, so choose a table that is aesthetically interesting to you. Aside from character, height is also a factor. Make sure that the table is at a height that gives you the point of view you desire in the still life setup. If the table is low, you will be looking down on the objects, giving you a bird’s-eye view of the still life, as in the image here. If the table is higher up, closer to your eye level, you will be looking across the tabletop, making it easier to convey depth in the still life, as in the image on this page. You might also be lucky enough to find an adjustable table that allows you to paint from a number of heights.

SHADOW BOX

You may need to put the still life setup away between sessions. If so, you should consider having one or more shadow boxes in your studio. A shadow box is a three-sided box in which you can set up your still life. (See this page.) These boxes make your still life portable since the entire box can be picked up and put away without disturbing the setup. Rather than setting the still life objects up directly on your table, you can set them up in a shadow box.

Two sides of the shadow box make up the walls or background of the still life, and the third side provides the base, or tabletop. They can be constructed from a number of materials, including wood, foam board, or cardboard, and placed on your still life table. The simplest way to make a shadow box is by cutting open a cardboard box, and leaving only three sides intact. You can also make a more permanent shadow box by nailing three sheets of plywood together.

You can use the wood or cardboard surface of the box as a background to your still life, or insert papers, boards, or fabrics to add color and pattern. Once everything is set up, the shadow box can be moved or rotated to adjust the direction of light in your still life. If you have several shadow boxes, this frees you up to have a number of still lifes set up at any given time.

DROP CLOTH AND PLASTIC SHEETING

Oil painting can get messy. Inevitably you will drip paint, spill medium, and splatter solvent. To minimize damage to that these substances can cause to your floors, lay a drop cloth beneath your work area. To further protect your floors from spilt liquid, place a layer of plastic sheeting under the drop cloth. Both canvas drop cloths and plastic sheeting can be purchased at hardware and paint stores.

STILL LIFE OBJECTS

Finally, you will need a collection of still life objects and a bookshelf or some other system of storage for

STUDIO SAFETY


VENTILATION



RESPIRATORS AND DUST MASKS



PROTECTIVE BARRIER CREAMS AND GLOVES


FLAMMABLE MATERIAL STORAGE


HOUSEKEEPING


UNHEALTHY STUDIO HABITS
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