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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


INTRODUCTION

I’ve spent the last ten years working as a watercolour artist on wedding stationery, teaching workshops and a few private commissions. I love my job. I normally work from photo references provided by clients of houses, wedding bouquets, pet portraits, all sorts of things. Despite feeling lucky to be doing this every day, painting from photos rather than real life subjects led to an inevitable disconnect with my work. Something needed to change.

In March 2020 the wedding work evaporated as lockdown hit. Weddings all over the world were being cancelled or postponed and I had little more to do than make a long list of worries and take the dog for a walk. An enforced slowdown allowed my brain to notice the changes in nature: the cherry blossom trees’ gradual bud and blossom in the spring months, the changing colours as summer became autumn and the seedpods’ paper thin transformation as we greeted winter. Along the way I foraged wild garlic and elderflower, stared quizzically at mushrooms and left them well alone. I observed the natural world in a way I never had before.

It wasn’t until we were well into autumn that I thought to take a sketch book out and document some of this. I’m a novice nature journaller, with much to learn but what I can show you in this book is how my paintings and general approach to creating were enhanced through observing the changing world around me.

The world seems quite different a few years on and it feels more important than ever to prioritize the simple pleasures of quiet observation on daily dog walks.

Before, I would paint a single flower floating on the page; now I’m more inclined to include the fields and skies that are its natural backdrop. With the travel restrictions of 2020 I was amazed to find so many of this book’s subjects literally on my doorstep; the hedgerow along our lane reinvented itself each season, animals came and went from our garden, and I could watch flocks of birds and sheep from my studio window. The daily dive into nature with our dog Crumble provided a few new sights and sounds but the contents of this book were largely observed within a square mile of our house. I would never have believed I would see so much had I not slowed down to look.

Throughout the book I’ve given occasional examples of the sketches and quick loose paintings that I did when nature journalling as well as the fully formed, detailed painting tutorials that were my previous hallmark.

I’ve loved forcing myself out of the comfort of my studio to paint and scribble in the great outdoors and I would encourage you to take a sketch book out with you on your next walk. I walked many times with painting materials in my bag and never got them out; I had to unlearn years of painting ‘perfect’ pieces in the studio and see the journalling process as the ultimate experimentation phase that could only improve my pieces back at my desk.

So be brave, put pencil and paint to page wherever you are and see what happens!
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MATERIALS

Watercolour painting requires a relatively simple and affordable kit list. The joy of painting in the great outdoors is seeing how to get the best from a streamlined field kit and a simplified list of colours. If you have favourite pencils, brushes and other tools it is worth getting duplicates for your field kit and studio setup.

Paint

In the studio I use tubes of watercolour. I’ve got a Loxley foldable plastic palette with all the colours squeezed out into wells. Over time these paints dry and act just like pans (dry, concentrate blocks of watercolour) so would be easy to transport. However, my studio palette is large and cumbersome.

For nature journalling I’ve used ready-made half-pan travel kits with up to 12 colours and even created my own little homemade travel set by using a hinged metal tin that used to carry sweets and filled some empty half-pan cases with colours of my choice. A very clever friend taught me to stick little flat magnets to the bottom of each pan which helps keep it securely in place. In both instances the lid of the paint set doubles up as a mixing palette.

I’ve always been very happy with Daler-Rowney and Winsor & Newton’s professional range. They also have a lower-quality, more affordable ‘student range’ which is perfectly good for beginners, but I always encourage students to buy the best quality they can afford.

Brushes

In addition to the wonderfully versatile pointed round brushes I’ve used for years (I use sizes 8, 6, 4, 2, 0, 2/0, 4/0 in this book) I’ve introduced a few new shapes. My brand of choice with all these brushes is Pro Arte. The pointed rounds are the Masterstroke Series 60 range: synthetic brushes with a great snap.

The rigger brush has long slender bristles which have revolutionized painting fine stems, leaf detail and animal whiskers.

The mop brush can put down a quick and even wash and is a brilliant addition to any kit when painting landscapes and larger areas of colour.

If you enjoy nature journalling you will love a water brush: a synthetic bristled brush with a channel to hold water in the thick handle, doing away with the need to balance a water jar on your painting station. I love using the Pentel Aquash, which comes with a screw on lid to ensure the bristles remain protected while you’re moving around.

Your brushes will last longer if you clean them thoroughly after use and never leave them bristles down in a jar of water. The paint will flake off the handle of a brush left in water making it uncomfortable to hold, not to mention that the poor bristles will be bent out of shape.
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Paper

The projects in this book are done entirely on cold pressed paper. It has a slightly mottled texture and soaks up paint and water in an even manner. The worst thing you can do is get too precious about your paper and fear ‘ruining’ it. Every mark you make, however unsteady, is contributing to your improvement as a painter.

Paper quality depends on two things: the paper’s content and thickness. When painting in the studio I use the Langton Prestige by Daler-Rowney: a relatively affordable cotton pulp 300gsm paper. A more affordable option is paper made from wood pulp.

For nature journalling, I recommend a journal. The paper tends to be thinner and can warp with lots of water so look for thicker, cold pressed pages if you enjoy wet, expansive landscapes. For me the most important feature of a journal is whether it can lie flat on an open page spread. Head to your nearest art store and have a good look at all the journals on offer and find the right one for you.

Palette

When using paint tubes, a ceramic plate works just fine as a palette. If you are working with plenty of wet colour, it is wise to buy a palette with wells that compartmentalize the paint. You can buy plastic, ceramic and enamel metal palettes. Ceramic is best for mixing watercolours (which is why I often end up on a plate).

My Loxley folding plastic palette is the best-sized palette I’ve found for holding plenty of colours with lots of space for mixing. To prep the plastic, I scrubbed it with wire wool to rough up the surfaces. If I could get an equivalent in ceramic that would be the ultimate palette.
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Masking fluid

Art masking fluid is a yellow-tinted latex mix which can be painted on paper and over dry washes of watercolour to preserve layers, which can be revealed later. I use Winsor & Newton art masking fluid. I suggest allocating a brush just for applying masking fluid as it won’t be fit for purpose afterwards. Alternatively, you can buy masking fluid applicators.

Water jar

In the studio any low-ball glass, mug or plastic container will do as long as its sides aren’t too high. I prefer a clear vessel so I can see when to replenish the water. Painting with swamp water will inevitably affect the colours on your page. I work with two jars of water: one to clean off the brush and the other to dip the newly clean brush into.

For nature journalling I’ve been known to use a little Tupperware and a big piece of Blu Tack (reusable adhesive) to keep it in place. See also the water brush.

Pencil and erasers

You can buy water soluble graphite pencils that dissolve when wet. I choose to use a regular HB pencil working as lightly as possible because I like to keep an eye on the guidelines for as long as possible. If my drawings are too heavy, rubbing lightly with a Faber-Castell kneadable art eraser (before applying paint) leaves a faint pencil line. Once the pencil is painted over, I use a regular hard eraser for one last rub-out of any visible pencil.

Pens

On occasion I’ve enjoyed scribbling a pen sketch and adding a loose wash of watercolour to quickly document a subject matter’s colours and movement. I love to use the water-resistant Winsor & Newton fineliner pens.
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Compass

If you don’t have a compass for the birds’ nest project you can draw around something round.

Ruler

Every now and then we need to draw a horizon line for a landscape.

Washi tape

This is useful either to mark out a crisp area for painting or to keep a piece of paper anchored to the desk.

Bull dog clips

Use these to keep your journal pages anchored flat while you are nature journalling.

Kitchen roll

In the studio I always place my palette on the edge of a piece of kitchen roll to stop it from sliding about and also to blot my brush dry. When blotting it like this you will find hidden paint lingering in the seemingly clean bristles, warranting another swish in the jar of water.

Your workspace

When painting at home seat yourself at a table in a space with as much natural light as possible. I am lucky enough to have a studio with a rural view that constantly revitalizes my energy. Feeling good in your environment both mentally and physically is so important.

When in the great outdoors, find a sheltered spot with a good view of your subject matter. I’ve always been OK sitting on the ground, but you could take a little camping chair if it’s not too heavy to carry. Painting with a journal on your knees can be a little awkward and I’ve experimented with taking a piece of board to rest the book on. It’s large enough to Blu Tack my paint set and water jar onto. Some might find it cumbersome, but I’ve found it suits me!
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PAINTING TECHNIQUES

If you’ve followed along with one of my books before, then this section will be familiar to you, but it’s always worth coming back to the very basics of watercolour.

Watercolour pigment is intensely concentrated – you only need the tiniest bit. Water is the vehicle for the colour to travel and it does most of the work, so the golden rule of watercolour is that your brush should always be wet. I don’t mean waterlogged at all times, but the bristles need to be damp enough to hold paint even you are when working on precise detail. Swish the brush around in your water jar and wipe the bristles on the rim a few times. This allows paint to flow from brush to page as smoothly as a felt tip pen.

Throughout this book I will refer to the paint as wet, diluted and concentrated.

Wet: plenty of water on the brush with plenty of colour, allowing for broad coverage and bright, seamless blending.

Dilute: plenty of water and very little colour to achieve a pale, translucent quality.

Concentrate: used most often for precise detail in the final stages of a painting; a good coverage of colour on the brush with minimal water.

Wash: a watercolour wash is an area of transparent, diluted colour.

The following painting techniques are all carried out with a size 4 rounded point brush.



Dry on dry

Applying concentrated paint to a dry surface: either a dry page or a painted page that has dried fully.

Your brush should never be bone dry: the term ‘dry on dry’ refers to watercolour in its most concentrated form.

Paint a concentrated circle on a dry page; not very exciting, but the colour is opaque and going nowhere on a dry page.
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Wet on dry

Applying wet paint to a dry surface: either a dry page or a painted page that has dried fully.

Clean your brush off and wet it again. Fill in that dry on dry circle with water, stroking the brush to pick up colour from the inner edge of the circle and watch the colour blend inwards. An initial sweep round will bring in a paler colour to fill the circle. A few more strokes will intensify the colour to make a solid colour circle. The outer edge of the circle is still crisp on the dry paper.

Alternatively, painting a new circle in a more diluted colour will result in an even, translucent shape.
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Wet on wet

Applying wet paint to a wet surface when you want to create a soft, diffused edge and a seamless blend.

With a clean brush, wet a section of page (don’t leave puddles of standing water but just make the surface evenly damp), approximately 5cm (2in) square. Paint that same red circle with your wet brush and watch the paint feather out. The more soaked your page is, the more unruly your watercolour will be in its travels. It is tempting to prod and poke the watercolour tendrils, but this technique is always more effective when you let the paint do its thing, undisturbed.
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Standing water vs an even blend

If you are left with puddles of standing water having wet your page, you’ve gone too far. Colour that is applied to puddles struggles to reach the page and results in an uncontrollable and erratic blend. It can be saved by gently blotting your puddles with kitchen roll. A piece of paper that has been wetted evenly with no puddles allows for smooth and even blends.



Blending and layering

When working on a composition, you add colour either by blending (wet on wet) or layering (wet on dry, dry on dry).

Blending colours involves a little restraint. Refrain from prodding the two colours into each other with your brush. This can lead to over-mixing which nearly always results in a dull, flat colour.

Paint a wet circle, then choose a different wet colour and paint a second, just overlapping circle.
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