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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO
ACRYLIC
PAINTING


Acrylic is a very distinctive painting medium. In addition to having a unique look and feel of its own, it can mimic other media, such as watercolor, oil, and even pastel. It’s as convenient and quick-drying as watercolor, as permanent as oil, and as vibrant as pastel. Moreover, it’s extremely versatile; it can be thinned with water to near transparency or applied in thick strokes straight from the tube. These qualities make acrylic an ideal medium for capturing a variety of subjects—from animals and landscapes to still lifes, flowers, and more. The lessons presented here explore the acrylic painting methods of a variety of seasoned artists, who share their experiences and insights as they teach you how to master this amazing medium. You’ll find essential information regarding painting tools, tips, and techniques. And along the way, you’ll also discover the inspiration you need to start creating your own breathtaking acrylic paintings!





TOOLS AND MATERIALS

To get started with acrylic, you need only a few basic tools: paints, brushes, supports, and water. When you buy your acrylic supplies, remember to purchase the best you can afford at the time, as better-quality materials are more manageable and produce longer-lasting works.

SELECTING PAINTS

Acrylic paints come in jars, cans, and tubes. Most artists prefer tubes, as they make it easy to squeeze out the appropriate amount of paint onto your palette. There are two types of acrylic paints: “student grade” and “artist grade.” Artist-grade paints contain more pigment and less filler, so they are more vibrant and produce richer mixes.

BUYING BRUSHES

Acrylic paintbrushes are categorized by hair type (soft or stiff and natural or synthetic), style (e.g., filbert, flat, or round), and size. For the projects in this book, you’ll want to have small, medium, and large sizes of both soft and stiff (bristle) brushes. Synthetic-hair paintbrushes work well with acrylic, as the hairs are soft but springy enough to return to their original form. In addition to buying brushes, you’ll also want to purchase a palette knife or painting knife for mixing colors on your palette and experimenting with textural effects on your canvas.
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CHOOSING YOUR COLORS

These 14 colors, including white, make a good palette for beginners. From them, you can mix just about any color you like—and they’re available in most brands. Although you can also buy black paint, many artists prefer to create their own black paint by mixing colors from their palette. (See page 8 for more about mixing neutral colors.)
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Cadmium
red medium
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crimson
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Brilliant
blue
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Phthalocyanine
(“phthalo”) blue

[image: Image]

Titanium
white
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Raw
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Burnt
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umber
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Setting Up Your Work Space The way you set up your work station will depend on whether you are right- or left-handed. Try to keep your supplies in the same place, so that when you sit down to paint, you don’t have to waste time searching for anything. If natural light is unavailable, make sure you have sufficient artificial lighting. And, above all else, make sure you’re comfortable!



SELECTING A SUPPORT

Acrylic can be applied to almost any surface that has first been primed with gesso—a water-based mixture of a chalklike substance and glue that applies like paint and makes the surface less absorbent. (See page 19.) This material also bonds well with the paint. Many artists choose to paint on primed canvases or canvas boards, which provide a fine-fabric surface with a slight grain. Primed pressed-wood panels offer a smoother alternative to canvas, as they have a fine-grained, less coarse surface. For projects that call for a thin watercolor effect, you can use canvas paper or acid-free 140-lb or 300-lb cold-press watercolor paper.

PURCHASING A PALETTE

Palettes for acrylic paints are available in many different materials—from wood and ceramic to metal and glass. Plastic palettes are inexpensive, and they can be cleaned with soap and water. Disposable paper palette pads are also very convenient; instead of washing away the remains of your paint, you can simply tear off the top sheet to reveal a fresh surface beneath.

GATHERING THE BASICS

Before you get started painting, you’ll need a few more things: two jars of water (one for wetting your brushes and diluting your paint mixes and one for rinsing out your brushes), a spray bottle of water (for keeping the paints and mixes on your palette moist), and paper towels or rags (to help with cleanup). You might also want to to try out some of the various acrylic mediums that are available. (See page 18.)
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Primed hardwood panel (rough side)
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Primed hardwood panel (smooth side)
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Illustration board
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Canvas

Surface Textures The surface on which you paint determines the textures of your strokes and washes. In the examples above, you can see how thick (left) and thin (right) applications of paint appear on the various supports.

COLOR THEORY

Before you begin painting with acrylic, it’s important to get to know the basic principles of color theory. Color plays a huge role in the overall mood or “feel” of a painting, as colors and combinations of colors have the power to elicit various emotions from the viewer. On these pages, you’ll learn some of the basic color terms referred to throughout the lessons in this book. And you’ll also discover how colors affect one another, which will help you make successful color choices in your own paintings.

LEARNING THE BASICS

The color wheel is a circular spectrum of colors that demonstrates color relationships. Yellow, red, and blue are the three main colors of the wheel; called “primary colors,” they are the basis for all other colors on the wheel. When two primary colors are combined, they produce a secondary color (green, orange, or purple). And when a secondary and primary color are mixed, they produce a tertiary color (such as blue-green or red-orange). The term hue refers to the color itself (such as blue or red), and intensity (or chroma) means the strength of a color, from its pure state (straight from the tube) to one that is grayed or diluted.

MIXING COLORS

In theory, you can mix every color you might need from the three primaries (red, yellow, and blue). But all primaries are not created alike, so you’ll need to have at least two versions of each primary available to work with—one warm (containing more red) and one cool (containing more blue). (See page 90.) As shown on the chart at right, the two primary sets give you a wide range of secondary mixes. You’ll also find that they produce a generous array of subtle, neutral shades when mixed.
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The Color Wheel This handy color reference makes it easy to spot complementary and analogous colors (see page 9), making it a useful visual aid when creating color schemes.
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Mixing Chart This chart shows how the two primary sets (warm and cool) provide a wide range of secondary mixes. You’ll also find that these colors produce a generous array of subtle, neutral shades when mixed.

MIXING NEUTRALS

Neutral colors (browns and grays) are formed either by mixing two complementary colors or by mixing the three primaries together. By altering the quantity of each color in your mix or by using different shades of primaries, you can create a wide range of neutrals for your palette. These slightly muted colors are more subtle than those straight from the tube, making them closer to colors found in nature. At left are a couple of possibilities for neutral mixes using the complements blue and orange.

UNDERSTANDING VALUE

Value is the lightness or darkness of a color or of black. Variations in value are used to create the illusion of depth in a painting. Darker values generally tend to recede, while lighter values tend to come forward. With acrylic, artists lighten their colors with water or with a light color, such as white or Naples yellow, and they darken their colors by adding black or a dark color, such as burnt umber.
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Value Scale Creating value scales like the ones at left will help you get a feel for the range of lights and darks you can create with washes of color. Apply pure pigment at the far left; then gradually add more water for successively lighter values.



EXPLORING COLOR “TEMPERATURE”

The color wheel is divided into two categories: warm colors (reds, oranges, and yellows) and cool colors (blues, greens, and purples). Warm colors tend to pop forward in a painting, making them good for rendering objects in the foreground; cool colors tend to recede, making them best for distant objects. Warm colors convey excitement and energy, whereas cool colors are considered soothing and calm. Color temperature also communicates time of day or season: warm corresponds with afternoons and summer, and cool conveys winter and early mornings.
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Warm Colors Warm colors can convey a sense of cheer and comfort or passion and aggression. They are also the most forward—they stand out because our eyes see them as advancing toward us. In this example, the fiery red petals really seem to pop off the canvas.
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Cool Colors We tend to associate cool colors with shadows, depth, and quietude. Cool colors also normally retreat from the eye, which makes them good choices for backgrounds and distant objects. Here the blues and purples of the petals have a calm and soothing effect.

USING COMPLEMENTARY COLORS AND ANALOGOUS COLORS

Complementary colors are any two colors that are directly across from each other on the color wheel (such as purple and yellow or orange and blue). When placed next to each other in a painting, complements create lively exciting contrasts, as you can see in the example at right. Analogous colors, on the other hand, are those that are adjacent to one another on the color wheel (for example, yellow, yellow-orange, and orange). And because analogous colors are similar, they create a sense of color harmony when used together in a painting.
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Complementary Colors Place a color next to its complement whenever you want high drama and a lot of vitality. This combination of a warm orange flower against its cool complement—blue—uses both “temperature” and contrast to draw attention to the subject.
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Analogous Colors The petals of this peony are painted with analogous colors—various hues and values of pink and peach. Because all the colors in this blossom are similar to one another—and the same colors are repeated in the background—the painting elicits a feeling of unity.

DRAWING TECHNIQUES

Drawing is an art in itself. It is also a very important part of painting—even acrylic painting. You’ll often need a light guideline of the shape and form of the subject to start an organized acrylic painting. (An unorganized form of painting would be the free flow of color in nonrepresentational masses.) Your drawings don’t need to be tight and precise as far as geometric perspective goes, but they should be within the boundaries of these rules for a realistic portrayal of the subject.

Drawing is actually simple; just sketch the shapes and the masses you see. Sketch loosely and freely—if you discover something wrong with the shapes, you can refer to the rules of perspective to make corrections.

Practice is the only way to improve your drawing and to polish your hand-eye relationships. It’s a good idea to sketch everything you see and keep all your drawings in a sketchbook so you can see the improvement.

In acrylic painting, there are several approaches to sketching. Some artists use charcoal to sketch directly on the canvas, some “draw” their composition on the support with a brush and paint, and others transfer their sketch to canvas using transfer paper or a projector.

Following are a few exercises to introduce the basic elements of drawing in perspective. Begin with the one-point exercise.


ONE-POINT PERSPECTIVE

In one-point perspective, the face of a box is the closest part to the viewer, and it is parallel to the horizon line (eye level). The bottom, top, and sides of the face are parallel to the picture plane.

[image: Image]

1. Draw a horizontal line and label it “eye level” or “horizon line.” Draw a box below this line.

[image: Image]

2. Now draw a light guideline from the top right corner to a spot on the horizon line. Place a dot there and label it VP (vanishing point). All side lines will go to the same VP.

[image: Image]

3. Next, draw a line from the other corner as shown; then draw a horizontal line to establish the back of the box.

[image: Image]

4. Finally darken all lines as shown, and you will have drawn a perfect box in one-point perspective. This box may become a book, a chest, a building, etc.




TWO -POINT PERSPECTIVE

In two-point perspective, the corner of the box is closest to the viewer, and two VPs are needed. Nothing is parallel to the horizon line in this view. The vertical lines are parallel to the sides of the picture plane.

[image: Image]

1. Establish the horizon line (see “One-Point Perspective” at left), and then place a dot at each end and label them VP. Draw a vertical line that represents the corner of the box closest to the viewer.
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2. Draw guidelines to each VP from the top and the bottom of the vertical line. Draw two more vertical lines for the back of the sides.
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3. Draw two lines to the VPs, as shown, to establish the top of the box. Now darken all the lines and you will have drawn a perfect box in two-point perspective.



FINDING THE PROPER PEAK AND ANGLE OF A ROOF

[image: Image]

1. Draw a box in two-point perspective.
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2. Find the center of the face by drawing diagonal lines from corner to corner; then draw a vertical line upward through the center. Make a dot for the roof height.
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3. Using the vanishing point, draw a line for the angle of the roof ridge; then draw the back of the roof. The angled roof lines will meet at a third VP somewhere in the sky.

BASIC FORMS

There are four basic forms you should know: the cube, the cone, the cylinder, and the sphere. Each of these forms can be an excellent guide for beginning a complex drawing or painting. Below are some examples of these forms in simple use.
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CREATING DEPTH WITH SHADING

To create the illusion of depth when the shapes are viewed straight on, shading must be added. Shading creates different values and gives the illusion of depth and form. The examples below show a cone, a cylinder, and a sphere in both the line stage and with shading for depth.
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FORESHORTENING

As defined in Webster’s dictionary, to foreshorten is “to represent the lines (of an object) as shorter than they actually are in order to give the illusion of proper relative size, in accordance with the principles of perspective.” Here are a few examples of foreshortening to practice.
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ELLIPSES

An ellipse is a circle viewed at an angle. Looking across the face of a circle, it is foreshortened, and we see an ellipse. The axis of the ellipse is constant, and it is represented as a straight centerline through the longest part of the ellipse. The height is constant to the height of the circle. Here is the sequence we might see in a spinning coin.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

Notice the use of eye-level VPs to establish planes for the ellipses.



CAST SHADOWS

When there is only one light source (such as the sun), all shadows in the picture are cast by that single source. All shadows read from the same vanishing point. This point is placed directly under the light source, whether on the horizon line or more forward in the picture. The shadows follow the plane on which the object is sitting. Shadows also follow the contour of the plane on which they are cast.

[image: Image]

Light rays travel in straight lines. When they strike an object, the object blocks the rays from continuing and creates a shadow relating to the shape of the blocking object. Here is a simple example of the way to plot the correct shape and length of a shadow for the shape and the height of the light.
If the light is raised, lowered, or moves to the side, the shape of the shadow will change accordingly.

PAINTING TECHNIQUES

There is an endless number of ways to apply and manipulate acrylic paint. The next four pages present some of the most common techniques and special effects—from drybrushing to spattering. Once you get the basics down, you’ll be able to decide which techniques work best for each of your subjects. And remember that, as you paint, it’s a good idea to get in the habit of spicing up your art with multiple techniques, which will help keep your painting process from becoming too repetitive or formulaic.
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Flat Wash A wash is a thin mixture of paint that has been diluted with water. The most common type of wash—a flat wash—is used to quickly cover large areas with solid color. First load a large flat brush with a diluted mix of paint and water; then tilt the paper as you lightly sweep overlapping, horizontal strokes across the page. Gravity will help pull and blend the strokes together.

[image: Image]

Graded Wash With a graded wash, the color transitions down the page from dark to light, creating a value gradation that’s perfect for skies or water. Tilt the support and paint horizontal strokes across the top in the same manner as for a flat wash. But this time, add more water to your brush before each new stroke. The color will gradually fade out as you move down the painting.
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Drybrushing To create coarse, irregular strokes of color as shown in this example, load a brush with color and wipe off any excess paint with a paper towel. Then lightly drag the brush over the painting surface, letting the paint drag off onto the surface in a broken pattern. This is good for creating rough, natural textures, like wood or grass.
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Impasto Impasto simply means to apply paint thickly, as shown in this example. To create this rich, buttery texture, use short, quick strokes to apply very thick paint to your support. Don’t overwork the paint—just dab it on so you don’t flatten it out. A thick application like this adds dimension to the painting, making it perfect for rendering bushy foliage, foamy water, or shaggy animals.
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Wet-into-Wet For this technique, apply color next to another color that is still wet. Then blend the two colors by lightly stroking over the area where they meet. Use your brush to soften the edge, producing a smooth transition. This technique is ideal where subtle blends and gradations are needed—such as in a sunset sky where the color gently changes from pink to orange to yellow.

[image: Image]

Thick on Thin Instead of blending your colors, try layering them, as shown in this example. First apply a thin wash of paint to establish your “ground.” Once the first layer is dry, apply thick paint over it, leaving some gaps in the thick paint to allow some of the undercolor to show through. This is a good way to add some depth and texture to a painting.
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Dabbing For soft dabs of built-up color, load the tip of your brush with an ample amount of paint and dot on color in a jabbing motion. Layering several different hues of green and yellow will give fullness and dimension to foliage, as shown in this example.
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Sponging To produce this mottled texture, use a natural sponge to apply the paint. First dampen the sponge with water; then dip the sponge in the paint and lightly dab the color onto the support. The resulting texture is perfect for adding texture to sand, rocks, or clouds.
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Scraping Also called “sgraffito,” scraping is a method used to remove wet paint from the painting surface; the purpose is to reveal the lighter values beneath. For this technique, use a pointed tool, such as the end of your brush handle, to scrape off wet paint. You can actually “draw” lines in the paint, as shown in the veins of the leaf above.
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Spattering This technique is used to speckle your canvas with fine dots of color, as shown here. Just load an old toothbrush with diluted paint and run your thumb against the bristles, allowing the paint to spatter onto the paper. This special effect can be used for depicting flower fields, rain, sand or pebbles—or even a starry sky.

[image: Image]

Drawing with the Brush Use the tip of your round brush to produce long, thin lines, or use a flat brush to produce thicker lines. “Drawing” with the brush makes it easy to add crisp edges and small details, such as flowers, leaves, and stems, to your paintings.

[image: Image]

Double-Loading Dip half of a brush into one color and dip the other half into a second color.
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