
Live Online Art Classes               -             Watercolour Painting 

Copyright © 2012 The Paint Basket Ltd    Dennis L. Clark    www.paintbasket.com  Page 1 
 

 

Although these Live Online Art Classes are primarily for Watercolour artists,  
and all the illustrations and demonstrations here are in watercolours,  

they are also of extreme importance to artists working in any of the other 
mediums. 
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Legal 

 

The author and publisher have made their best effort to provide a high quality, informative 

document. However, they make no representation or warranties of any kind with regard to 

completeness or the accuracy of the contents of this text. They accept no liability of any kind 

for any losses or damages caused or alleged to be caused, directly or indirectly, from using 

the information contained herein. 

. 

Watercolour Painting 
Copyright 2012, All Rights Reserved. 

 

No part of this publication may be stored in a retrieval system, transmitted, or reproduced in 

any way, including but not limited to digital copying and printing without prior agreement 

and written permission from the authors. 

 

Please Note 

 

This book is for personal use only and is part of a course available at 

http://www.paintbasket.com 

You may NOT sell, rework, extract, or use any part of this book for any reason whatsoever 

unless as stated below. 

If you are a business, tutor or instructor and would like to use our material, please contact us 

first. You don’t like it when others steal your artwork / ideas. This book is our work of art, so 

please don’t steal our art either. 

 

You May  

 

Make photo copies of the reference material in this manual in order to paint your own version 

of it. 

You may NOT sell the artwork produced from following the course. The course and artwork 

remains our intellectual property and copyright. All other copyrighted materials remains with 

their respective owners, as credited throughout the manual. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.paintbasket.com/
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PPPrrreeefffaaaccceee   

Welcome and thank you for joining me on the Painting in Watercolours Course. 

 

The aim of this course is to show you the process of becoming a Master Artist – once you 

have learnt some basic concepts and have been taught the correct techniques. 

 

The course will consist of a series of individual lessons that will gradually build your 

knowledge up to a point where you will be able to paint virtually anything you want, and not 

just the material from this course. Soon you will be the envy of all your friends and have a 

long list of commissioned works to fill the wallet (if you want to sell, of course). 

 

Right from the outset it is important to note that everybody learns and progresses at their own 

pace, so even though the course is designed to be followed over several periods and it takes 

you longer, that is fine. It is more important to understand each lesson of the course properly 

before moving on to the next than to zoom through the course blindly. 

 

The best way to learn is to see and do, so first watch the video lesson, then use the manual as 

your guide and reference while doing the exercises. That way you will already have a good 

feel for what lies ahead. Rewind, replay and re-read as often as required. Repetition is your 

best ally when it comes to learning how to paint. 

 

I do advise that you stick to the order that the course is presented as opposed to jumping 

between the weeks. The course has been designed to gradually build you up to a Master Artist 

in natural and progressively more difficult steps so as not to overwhelm, specially the new 

artist.  

 

As you progress and complete each lesson post your paintings on the forum so we can give 

you feedback on your progress. The forum is here: 

 

http://www.paintbasket.com/members/index.php/board,45.0.html  

 

I am really excited about this course as it has been on my mind for many years to start a 

project such as this. It has been a long journey for me and it is about time that I put down in 

black and white – plus colour, of course (and in video)  what I have learned. It has been a 

long learning curve (65 years to date) with all the ups and downs and, at time, very deep 

down. When you fall, all you can do is to get up, dust yourself down, and carry on.´´ 

 

It has been a wonderful journey of discovery – excitement as every now and then as a new 

technique is come across whereby I could experiment with and help improve my paintings. 

To try different approaches and experimentations can be very refreshing as well as very 

disappointing, depending on the circumstances. 

 

No matter how long the journey, there is always something to learn as we do not know what 

is waiting around the next corner for us. You can believe me when I say that you only start 

learning when you start teaching. Some of most exciting revelations have come from some of 

my students. They often see things from a completely different angle and point of view.  

 

 

 

http://www.paintbasket.com/members/index.php/board,45.0.html
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To be able to get the utmost out of this course you will have to discipline yourself to a certain 

extent. If you really have the desire to want to become the best (Master Artist) then you will 

have to set aside some regular fixed time each day or week to learn and practice. This is an 

absolute necessity – no excuses. 

 

About 45 years ago I did a lot of rifle target shooting. At my first National Bisley 

Competition, as a junior shottist, I saw one of the older men with a very nice badge on his 

shooting jacket. I went up to him and very Naïvely asked him, “Excuse me, Sir, where can I 

buy a badge like this one?” He looked at me for a short while, and then very gently said, 

“Son, this badge cannot be bought. Just like I did, you’ll have to spend many, many many 

hours practising, shooting thousands and thousands of rounds, drive thousands of miles 

(kilometres now) and replace many tyres (tires) on your car. You cannot buy it, it has to be 

earned.” 

 

What a humbling experience. Did that stop me? I went on to accumulate many medals, cups, 

badges and trophies. 

 

Another thing – it is never too old or too late to start painting. I have had quite a few students 

start from scratch in their 70’s and 80’s and produce wonderful paintings. I started Skotakan 

Karate at the age of 42 and ended up with Gold and Bronze Medals in kumite (fighting) 

competitions. 

 

It has often been said to me, “But you are a born artist!” NO! I was born to BE an artist. That 

is a very different thing. You have to BECOME an artist, just like the rest of us.  

 

Your Grandfather may be tall, but you have to do your own growing! 

 

One can only become skilled by going through an apprenticeship – be it through College, 

University, or like me, through the University of Hard Knocks.  

 

Obviously, some learn faster than others. I would like to inspire you in your quest to better 

yourself. Challenge yourself to higher heights! 

 

May your journey of creating and creation be a very pleasant and rewarding one. Keep on 

keeping on painting. 

 

Most important of all is to relax and enjoy the Course. 

 

Dennis 
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Watercolour is a living medium compared to any other medium used in art. All the other 

mediums remain exactly where they are placed when applied to the support, which is the 

canvas or paper, or whatever else you are using. 

Watercolour paints are normally mixed with water and applied as a liquid. Sometimes with a 

lot of water and sometimes with as little water as possible, depending on the circumstances. 

Before we get into the equipment side of painting let’s first see what the differences are 

between the application of Oils compared to Watercolours. 

Artists used to painting in just oils normally find it hard to adjust to watercolour painting for 

the following reasons: 

1. White paint is not used to lighten colours 

2. Too fluid and will not stay where placed 

3. Working from light to dark 

4. Transparency of watercolours – very few are opaque 

5. Paints dry very fast – even more so in summertime 

6. Colours can merge too easily and quickly into each other 

7. Buckling of the paper if the proper precautions are not taken 

8. The miscomprehension that watercolours have to be “wishy washy” 

9. Changes are less easily made than in oils 

10. Drawing: This is more needed in Watercolours than in oils. 

All the above points will be discussed and considered as we move further into the lessons. 

Oil painters need to first get the darks in place and then come with the mid tones, the light 

tones and finally the highlights. Watercolourists have to think the other way around. You 

have to basically forget the oil painting rules.  

That is why I never teach watercolours and oils in the same class. 

The highest priority a watercolourist has is to first PLAN the WHITES. 

White of the Paper 

There are basically two ways of preserving the white of the paper; 

1 Carefully painting around the area 

In most areas this will require some very careful brushwork and patience. At 

some stage the hand will not cooperate and the white paper will become filled 
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with unwanted colour. Once that happens it is very seldom that the pristine 

white can be recovered. 

2 Using masking fluid, or tape 

If applied properly, this will preserve the whites until they are needed. One of 

the problems, but not completely insurmountable, is that it leaves completely 

hard edges. 

 

For some reason most are very afraid to start in watercolours. They have heard from others, 

mostly non-watercolourists, that once you make a mistake the painting is forever ruined. 

This is far from the truth. In fact, most of the time it is relatively easy to “fix”up a mistake.  

 

“But watercolour is such a difficult medium to paint in!”  

“I’ve heard that you cannot fix mistakes in watercolour!” 

 

Does that sound familiar to you? I’ve heard these word thousands of times in my painting 

career. Over 20 years ago a fairly new student of mine came in to the class one day 

bemoaning the fact that his painting he tried at home did not come out as in the class 

situation. He was ready to tear it up. (I’ve always encouraged my students to bring all their 

home attempts to the class for evaluation – one of the best ways to learn). He did not 

believe me when I told him that the painting could easily be brought into shape. I 

immediately took it to the tub and sponged off most of the colour until only a ghost image 

remained for reference. I told him to start all over again – this time a bit more carefully. Two 

weeks later he rushed into the class, all excited. “Guess what! I sold my painting!” 

The moral of the story? Never give up no matter how hard or tough the going is! Any 

painting can be revived in one way or another into a work of art – whether by sponging, 

over-painting, cropping or by any other means. The trick, as with anything else, is to know 

how. 

 

Because of this misconception, even propagated by many artists, of being the most difficult 

medium to master, many who would like to take up the art of watercolour painting have 

been deterred from doing so. This is most unfortunate as this is one of the most fascinating 

of all mediums to paint in. 

 

Challenging? Yes! Unbeatable? A resounding NO! Just like anything else there is skill 

involved that has to be developed. It’s no different to learning to play golf, riding a bicycle, 

playing the piano, the guitar, and many more. They all involve skill – some more, some less. 

Experience and practice can overcome any problem you may come across. The only thing 

limiting your progress is YOU. 
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I want to add a quote here from one of my art books bought many years ago, and it is from 

the very well-know watercolourist Ron Ranson in his book “Watercolour Painting – the Ron 

Ransom Technique” published in 1984 by Blandford Press, London, and I quote: 

 

“I myself, like so many of you who are reading this book, started the painting game late in 

life. Having been told at school that no one could ever make a living out of art, which was my 

good subject, I went into engineering and the publicity. 

 

Finally, losing my job in middle age through takeovers, and without any formal training, I 

decided to try and make a living by painting. No one ever told me that it too difficult so I 

chose watercolor – the best decision I ever made.” 

Unquote. 

 

Never tell yourself that you will never be able to paint in watercolours. I started painting in 

watercolours at the age of 13 with no formal instructions as there were no art teachers 

where I lived and nobody told me that it was too difficult. I just went ahead and struggled 

until I found out the best way under the circumstances. This was painted en plein air 

(outdoors) at the age of 15. 

 

 

I find that people nowadays give up too easily because we live in an age where everything is 

in instant supply and done instantly. There is an old saying that is still true today that, 

“Rome was not built in a day!” 
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There is this false mystique about watercolour painting that I will try to dispel and do my 

very best to show you how to: 

 

If you want to be an outstanding artist – and I hope you do – then there is only one way. 

And that way is along the cobbled winding road to success. Why cobbled? Because there is 

no way you can speed along it without being “all shook up”.  

 

One of my favourite sayings to my students: “Go slow now, for speed later!" Don’t be too 

much in a hurry. It is more important for you to learn the techniques of the trade at the 

moment than to start painting straight away. 

 

You MUST know the Basics of the Trade: If you want to become a Master Artist it is 

imperative that you start learning the basics, the very foundation that holds everything else 

up. 

I’ve broken this journey down into 10 sections. They are not really steps as such and are 

only some of the aspects to be taken into consideration. There are more, but these chosen 

10 will be enough to get you where you want to be. Study them carefully and most of all: DO 

and PRACTICE them. 
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This is the foundation stone to all types of painting. Take the time and effort to master this 

aspect of the arts and you are more than 50% along the way to success. Many artists will 

argue with me on this but having more than 65 years of art experience behind me I know 

this to be true.  

There is a saying: “Jack of all trades, but master of none.” This will be the case if you try to 

master them in a very short time. As with every trade there is an apprenticeship to go 

through before qualifying for that particular trade. Skipping the apprenticeship, or trying to 

rush it, only results in shoddy work, and any future work will not be up to standard. Trying 

to master any of the other trades in a similar way will also result in wasted time and effort. 

However, there is a way to be a Jack of all Trades AND a master of them all. How? By simply 

sticking to one trade at a time and working hard and long to gain the theoretical and the 

practical until you qualify as a Master of that trade. You now have the option to just stay 

with that trade or you can go further and, by repeating the previous process, qualify as 

Master in that trade as well. 

Depending on your own initiative and desire, what stops you from becoming a Master of 

several more trades? This, especially when used in conjunction with one another, can make 

you into a Master of repute – a Master of Masters. 

Take the Yo-Yo out of your life, set yourself goals, realistic ones, and then start 

implementing them, one by one, until you have successfully achieved them all.  

Make your first goal the Art of Drawing. Without this you will not be a fully accomplished 

artist. Yes, you may be a master in one trade but will fall down when trying to combine 

them. 

If you can draw well, you will be able to paint well! 

This is especially true with watercolour painting. You will see this as we progress in our 

lessons. 

 This is another area where many artists fall down on. They concentrate too much on 

getting the colour or hue right and forget completely on getting the tonal ranges correct. If 

you get the tonal ranges correct then even if you don’t get the colour as you want it to be, 

the painting will still look correct to the viewer. 

This a very important subject and I will be dealing with this in Lesson 2. 
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Your painting or drawing stands or falls on your expertise on the tones and not so much on 

the actual colour or detail. 

There is a lot of controversy among artists as to just how much detail should be 

shown in a painting. Study the works of the Masters and see where the most detail is 

situated within the painting and you can only come to one conclusion – at the focal point. 

I will not be going into the mechanics of the eye here but suffice to say your eye can only 

focus on one small portion of the scene at a time. Everything else around that portion is a 

blur and becomes less detailed away from the focal point. The conclusion? Paint the way 

the eye sees it and not like the way camera sees it. Grasp this important point and your 

paintings will improve by leaps and bounds. 

The eye and the camera both have lenses, but they differ greatly in the way they work and 

function. All this will be covered in detail in a later series on watercolour painting. 

Over-detailing just leads to confusion in the viewer’s eye. There is no place where the eye 

can come to rest and It also tends to take the eye away from the focal point – in fact too 

much detail makes for too many focal points! A painting ideally should only have just 

enough detail to make it work. This may sound easy but in actual practice it takes 

considerable planning as to which detail to add and which to leave out.      If in doubt – 

leave out! 

 

This pen and ink wash has the absolute minimum detailing and watercolour wash.                   

Study this painting carefully. A pale wash and a few minimal brush marks. 
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 This is also one of the most important aspects of the painting, yet many either ignore 

it or have no idea of what it entails. Study the paintings of highly successful artists and try to 

work out just what in their compositions work for them. There is much more to composition 

that meets the eye. 

Every artist aspires to the perfect painting, the elusive Utopia. Perfection is actually an 

illusion and many claim perfection in their own special way and yet there is great contention 

as to just what perfection is, or means. What is perfect to one artist is imperfection to 

another. 

The paradox here is that a “perfect” painting is not necessarily a pleasing, powerful or 

moving piece of art. As Courtney Jordan of Artist Daily once said, “Perfection can sometimes 

be arid, lifeless, and a bit boring.” Adding dynamic colour to a correct composition equates 

to an enticing work of art in spite of the so-called lack of detail. 

Careful composition is the mark of a Master. In the next series I will go further into this with 

examples of notans, sketches, cut-outs and other means of attaining this. 

A seemingly simplistic, eye-catching and pleasing painting has had more planning gone into 

it than meets the eye. 

  Why is it that so many artists, both new and old, struggle with colour mixing? 

Knowing all about colour can become a very complex study, but to be able to use it correctly 

does not necessitate a University Degree. By simply following a few well mapped out rules 

you can produce good quality work, even as a total beginner. What are the main rules? 

A      Learn the Colour Wheel: Study it until you know it off by heart. Dream it, eat it, 

swallow it, and digest it until it becomes an extension of your brush. This is an absolute basic 

fundamental. Without this you will struggle forever. Learn the primaries, secondaries and 

tertiary mixtures. Learn how to mix the tints, shadows and grays of each colour. Study the 

various grays as they are your friends. They love being next to strong colours. 

B      Make your Own Colour Wheel:  Start by making your own colour wheels (a bought one 

helps but not as much as your own) with the primaries you have in your set. Now why do I 

say colour “Wheels”? Because there are different reds, blues, and yellows to contend with. 
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You have to know just how each of these work in conjunction with each other if you want to 

produce excellent works of art with impact. 

Learn  and study the principles of dominant colours, analogous colours, harmonious colours, 

compliments, monochromes, triads and all the others to see how you can use them to 

advantage in your paintings. Take them one at a time and practice them until you are 

proficient in their use and then tackle the next one, and so on. 

  This is a much neglected aspect of painting even by experienced artists. Believe it or 

not, but knowing how to apply shapes in your painting is very much more important than 

the actual detailing inside of it. You can recognize an object simply by its silhouette (shape) 

– no detail is necessary – More on this in the classes: 

A      Unity of the Mass: For example, where you have a group of trees together don’t try 

and paint every one of them separately. Show them as a mass with just enough tones to 

indicate the major ones – make them a tight-knit happy family as opposed to them fighting 

each other for attention! Remember that a family also consists of tall and small, large and 

skinny members. It is also important that you do not make them all symmetrical – vary the 

shapes and profiles to cut out the boring lines – make them different and interesting. A 

common fault is to clone objects – make each one different with their own individual 

character. 

B      Left Brain versus the Right Brain: I’m not going into the intricacies of how the different 

parts of the brain work as far as artists are concerned. For this exercise know that the right 

brain is the emotional and creative side and the left brain the intellectual and logical side. 

Learn to overrule the logical side and apply the creative side. Too often the left side 

interferes with the creativity of the right side and ruins what would have been an excellent 

work of art. 

 Most artists have difficulty with this. To visualize simply means that one is able to 

picture, or “see”, in the mind’s eye, how the finished product will look like even before it is 

started. I wonder how many people know that we actually think in pictures? Dreams are an 

extension of this aspect – a series of pictures in the mind, albeit somewhat distorted and 

mostly unrelated to one another. Think of visualization as a process of dreaming of and 

about your intended art work. 

Visualization is a skill that has to be learned. And learning, by implication, requires a lot of 

practising. The more you practice the better you will become. 
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Observation is one of the key factors in the craft of drawing and painting. One of the 

aspects that hinder an artist is not having the ability to correctly observe what they are 

putting down on the paper or canvas. Observation is another skill that has to be learned. So 

often we look but do not see.  

This is one of the most common faults with students coming into our studios. 

Observation is the careful study of the object being looked at. What is its shape? Is it round, 

square, oval or irregular? Is it smooth or rough? What is its colour, how many colour are 

there, how do these colours interact with one another? What size is it? How does it 

compare to the other objects around it? Is it heavy or light? Does its surface reflect light or 

not? These are just some of the things to be observed. All these affect the way you portray 

the object in the painting. Wrong observation will definitely destroy the effect you have in 

mind. 

Can you now see why observation is a crucial factor? Start observing and you will begin to 

see vitality creeping into your work. 

 

 

 A wrong attitude to the arts will surely hamper your journey to becoming a Master 

Artist. The word CAN’T should not even be in your vocabulary. Rather say, “With practice, I 

will eventually get where I want to go, and be the best!” 

Don’t let other people or artists influence you to work faster than you feel comfortable with 

or trying to get you to change your attitude for the worse. Take all the time you need to do 

the job properly. Don’t take shortcuts – it’s not worth it in the long run. 

 Persistence and perseverance are very good character traits. Used them to good use and 

eventually you will be able to do what you first thought was impossible. You will also be 

doing it almost effortlessly and reasonably accurately. 

To be a true Master you must be able to draw and paint virtually any subject matter such as 

architecture, landscapes, flowers, animals, etc, with equal dexterity. Sure, one can be a 

Master in any one of these subjects, but to be a complete  Master, all the others must come 

into play. 

This requires dedication and perseverance and most of all DESIRE and PASSION 
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Don’t make excuses 
It is so easy to find excuses when something just won’t go right. Blame the brush, the paint, 

the paper, the teacher, the weather, the everything! An apprentice carpenter with good 

tools can never compete with a Master carpenter, even if he, the Master, has bad tools to 

work with. In fact you don’t even need brushes to make a painting. Take a look at these 

paintings done only with the fingers! They are workshop demonstrations. The only 

brushwork is the signature and the “finger painted” notation. 

  
 

The first painting is from imagination and the second one is from a portion of a painting by 

my friend in South Africa, Master Artist Andre Grobler. 

I know that these two paintings are in oils and not watercolours – I am just using them to 

make a point.   

“Where there is a will, there is a way!” 

In fact, it is possible to also make a watercolour painting without the use of a brush and with 

the fingers only. We will do one later during the Course. 

 Whenever you make excuses you limit the potential you have inside of you. The moment 

you say, “I can’t”, you won’t. If, however, you say, “I can!,” you will. I don’t want to get 

involved with one of my favourite subjects – the conscious and the unconscious mind – but 

suffice to say that he subconscious mind believes anything you tell it, and then works, 

without your knowledge, to bring about what you have told it to do. 
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If you keep on telling yourself negative things then negative things will always be in your 

path. If you keep telling yourself positive things then positive things, even if you don’t                                                                     

believe it yourself yet, it will work to bring positive things in your life and across your path. 

It all boils down to the Law of Attraction: Like attracts like. There is an old saying that birds 

of a feather flock together. 

Another way to get yourself into a positive frame of mind is to associate with successful 

artists. Learn from them. Maybe even ask one of them to be your mentor. 

If you want to fly with the eagles, then you dare not scratch with the turkeys! 

 

Discover what Motivates You 

This is probably a very difficult question to answer. It is virtually impossible to see yourself 

as others see you. Yet you have to sit down and write out just what gets you going; what 

motivates you; what you think of yourself – both negative and positively. It is really a soul 

searching exercise. 

Some questions to ask yourself: 

1 What is my purpose in life? 

2 What are my likes and dislikes? 

3 Am I friendly or unfriendly? 

4 Is my studio reasonably tidy, or just a mess? 

5 Am I an introvert or extrovert? 

6 Why do I like art? 

7 Am I self-motivated or not? What is my passion? 

8 Do I procrastinate, and if so, why? 

9 What is my passion? 
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Sooner or later your own particular and personal style will emerge out of the seeming 

chaos. 

When one starts off, it is almost imperative that one copies from other people’s work – 

from photographs, calendars, postcards, paintings, etc. One can only learn from and by 

example – that’s exactly how we, from a baby, learned until where we are now. Someone 

had to show us how to do things first before we could do it ourselves. It all begins at the 

parents, the schools, Colleges, and Universities. The Old Masters also spent years as an 

apprentice and copying other works before even they themselves became proficient. 

In the end you want your own work to stand out as your own unique style (more on this 

later). When learning it is good to copy, but first try to learn the techniques behind the 

brush or painting knife (Yes, can also be used in watercolour painting) that is used. 

The technique is very much more important than the colour or detail in the original to be 

copied. My students are primarily taught techniques before painting. Here is a paradox:  

While learning techniques they are also painting! 

You see, if you know the technique then you can use it in almost any style of painting. 

Learning to paint without knowing the technique behind the operation is an almost useless 

exercise. 

In all things be yourself! There are many ways, techniques, colour schemes, etc, to paint flowers, for               

example. You start copying from this artist, then another technique from another artist, and so on. 

In the end you are confused – so many styles, so many ways – which one should I use? This is what 

happens when students jump from one teacher to another. 

My advice, for what it is worth, is to study one technique or style from a particular artist and master 

it completely. Then do the same with another artist’s techniques. In the end you will have mastered 

a variety of different techniques that you can choose from for the particular effect you want to 

achieve into the painting in hand. Soon you will find your own style starting to develop. Your style 

will develop without you even knowing it. Don’t be seduced by other artist’s works. 

You can only be yourself when you start to consciously add your own emotions and feelings into the 

painting. Strive to make the brush an extension of your hand and mind and soul. You can only do this 

if you love art and then live, eat and sleep it. You must also strive to add your own unique twist to 

the tale, as it were.            

 

 



Live Online Art Classes               -             Watercolour Painting 

Copyright © 2012 The Paint Basket Ltd    Dennis L. Clark    www.paintbasket.com  Page 17 
 

                   

 Before we delve into the nitty gritty if watercolour painting I would like to mention a few 

things that I believe are of paramount importance.     

Paintings, the good ones at least, just don’t “happen”. It has to start from an idea, from the 

mind. It has to be first mentally planned even before a pencil is put to paper. An 

experienced artist can even plan a few different angles or aspects in his/her head, 

sometimes within seconds.  

From the idea it has to be roughed out or sketched on paper maybe a few times to get the 

desired composition. Some artists prefer to do a rough colour sketch before they start the 

main painting. This settles the design in the subconscious mind and subsequent paint 

strokes become almost unconsciously applied 

Many teachers do a disservice to their students. Why do I say this? Too often the student is 

left alone with a, “Here’s a picture – now start painting.” They are not told or shown how to 

properly start and continue on a painting. When they make a mistake – as they surely would 

– the brush is taken out of the hand and the teacher then promptly , without almost no 

explanation, starts to work on the student’s painting and completes a whole section while 

the student stands by without being told why it was a mistake or how to fix it up. I have to 

constantly be on the lookout of not making the same mistake. 

In the end, the student is none the wiser. How do I know this? This is a common complaint 

of students coming to me from another teacher.       

In this Course I will attempt, as far as possible, to point out a mistake, why it is a mistake 

and how to rectify the mistake. Yes, it is possible to fix mistakes in watercolours, contrary to 

common belief. 
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GETTING STARTED 

Very few products can be made without the use of tools of some sort. Watercolour painting 

is no different. Before we can produce we need to gather together the appropriate tools 

and equipment. Although in most instances few tools are needed we will be looking at the 

broad spectrum. 

This is very necessary in order for you to make the right choices for your particular 

circumstances. What you will need is not necessarily what others need. 

 

 
This is a selection of some of the watercolour types I use in the 
studio. As you can see I use both the pads and books of sheets. 
 
For the larger paintings I normally use the Saunders Waterford 
300gsm or the 450 gsm weights. For full Imperial size paintings I 
prefer to use the more expensive 450gsm sheets as they don’t 
buckle and are easier to handle because of the stiffness. 
 
For most of the course I will be using the 12” x16” 300gsm CP 
Acid-free Watercolour Pad as shown just below this writing. 
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SUPPORTS 

The support is simply a name for the material that is holding the applied pigment. Supports 

can take on many forms. Let’s look at some of the most common. 

PAPER 

It is essential that you make the correct choice of watercolour paper as it will have a 

significant influence on your final painting. Watercolour paper has a characteristic behaviour 

and the actual effect is determined by each individual manufacturer. 

The weight and surface of the paper will have an immense effect on the finish of your work. 

The paper is also available in various colours. All this means that you need to understand 

the nature of each paper you intend to use and to choose carefully. 

Of course, you can paint on any paper that you want to, but these are special papers made 

specifically for painting on with watercolour paints. I will demonstrate later on just how low 

quality paper can drastically affect your work and  can damage your reputation if you 

continue to use low quality papers. 

Paper Qualities 

Pulp Stage 

Let’s take a quick look a t the beginning stages of paper making so that we can get a better 

grasp on what watercolour paper is all about.  We will just glance over the main processes. 

First of all there is the tree-free pulp, wood-free pulp and the mechanical pulp and these 

three must not be confused with one another. Let’s look at each in turn. 

Tree-free Pulp 

The main ingredients can be either of the following: Bagasse (sugar can cellulose), husks, 

straw, bamboo, hemp, flax, textile waste, etc. Cotton paper (rag paper) is made from 100% 

cotton fibres and this is the most superior as it does not contain acids – it is completely acid-

free. 

Chemical or Wood-free Pulp 

This is called a chemical pulp. Wood that has been crushes into a pulp but that has been 

chemically treated to remove as much of the lignin as possible and to leave just the cellulose 

fibres over. This drastically reduces the acid content of the pulp. It also has less yellowing 

properties than the mechanical wood-pulp. 
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Mechanical Pulp 

This is wood-pulp that has been crushed into a pulp still with all its wood properties and 

contains lots of acid and lignin. Lignin is a major and complex compound of wood. Lignin 

also adds to the mechanical and structural strength as well as the water-carrying capacity of 

the tree. It is also the cheapest of the pulps to make. 

Usually two qualities of paper are available. The first quality is made from cotton fibre and is 

known as “100% rag”. The second quality of paper comes from the chemically processed 

wood-fibre, also known as “wood-free” paper. Both these papers are mould made which 

makes for greater stability. Let me explain what I mean by stability. The average paper on 

the market has a certain amount of acid in its content. Over time this paper deteriorates 

and becomes useless. Stabilized paper has its acid content virtually neutralized. 

Acid free paper has very long-lasting qualities and is used by museums and artists who want 

their work to be available for a very long time. Quality paper is acid-free. 

However, there are many different types within each of these two papers and there are also 

other considerations that need to be carefully taken into account. 

Paper comes in different forms and can be very confusing for the very beginner. There are 

different sizes, weights, cold pressed, not pressed, hot pressed, rough, medium and   

smooth. Quite a mouthful, but let’s examine them one by one. 

Paper Types 

There are also two vastly different types of paper: Machine made and Hand made. We will 

be looking mainly at the machine made papers as handmade paper is not so readily 

available. Even with the machine made papers there are two main types – presses and        

NOT pressed. Again, with the pressed types there are the hot pressed and cold pressed of 

the moist fibres. I hope I am not confusing you too much! Please bear with me as I set it all 

out for you. It will make sense later on. 

As you can see, it is of utmost importance that you start understanding the different 

characteristics of these papers as they will have a bearing on your final finish of your work of 

art. 

Weight 

This is measured by how much a particular paper thickness weighs per square foot or meter, 

depending on whether you are using the imperial or metric system. Briefly, paper weight is 

calculated by how much a ream (500 sheets) of paper of a certain size weighs. It stands to 

reason then that the thickness of the paper influences this weight. The thicker the paper, 
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the heavier the ream. The thicker the paper, the more abuse it can take, and the less 

cockling when water is applied to the surface. 

There are different industry standards for the weight calculation so we will stick to only that 

of watercolour paper. Watercolour paper is known in the imperial system as 90 lb (190 

gsm), 140 lb (300 gsm), 260 lb (350 gsm) And 300 lb (640 gsm). The figures in brackets refer 

to the metric system of grams per square meter. 

Sizes (Dimensions) 

Again there are two major systems. 

Imperial Size = 22” x 30” and Large Imperial = 22” x 32” 

Search Google for Old English Paper Sizes and you’ll see just how confusing it can be! 

Metric ISO sizes range from 4AO (1682mm x 2378mm) down to A10 (26mm x 37mm) 

Makes 

Arches 

Unbelievably the Arches paper has been, and still is, being manufactured, since 1492 in the 

same French Mill in the Vosges region of France on the Moselle River. It is made from pure 

cotton fibres and on a steel cylinder mould using pure French water and natural gelatine 

sizing to withstand the most harshest of applications to the surface of the paper. It is 

normally available in an assortment of sizes and weights as well as the various types of 

surfaces. It is a very good all-round paper and I personally use it a lot. It is also acid-free. 

Bockingford 

Bockingford paper is also cylinder mould made at a mill in Somerset, UK. It is an         

extremely popular paper and very widely used. I also have used it for years. It is a high 

quality paper and is acid-free and also buffered against atmospheric pollution – in other 

words, it is an archival sheet and only comes as a 140lb (300gsm) sheet, cold-pressed (NOT), 

or rough. It is also available in various tints. 

Saunders 

Also known as Saunders Waterford and manufactured at the same mill that produces the 

Bockingford papers. It is, to the best of my knowledge, one mill that produces what is 

known as the Emperor Size or format paper (40” x 60”). I wonder just how many artists 

paint on such a huge size paper? It would be interesting to know! 

Fabriano 

Fabriano is an Italian made paper in the town of Fabriano. The paper mill was founded in 

1282 and is the oldest paper mill in Europe that is still producing paper. They were the 

original inventors of gelatine sizing and the use of watermarks in the paper. They also come 
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in an expensive range and less expensive, but excellent quality, range (suitable for the 

beginner’s budget) to choose from. 

Surfaces 

  
Fabriano Paper 
Hot-pressed  Soft-pressed  Cold-pressed    Rough 

Bockingford Paper 
Hot-pressed   Cold-pressed     Rough 

As mentioned earlier, machine made paper comes in various surfaces – three normally: 
Hot-pressed (HP), Cold-pressed (CP) or (NOT) NOT = not hot pressed, and then the Rough 

 

Hot Pressed 

Hot-pressed watercolour paper is made by passing the sheet through the hot metal rollers 

without the blanket of felts. This results in a smooth fine-grained surface, with almost no 

tooth at all. Because the paper fibres are pressed more densely together, water does not 

penetrate into the paper as much as the other types, and as a result paint will dry much 

quicker than normal. 

This makes it ideal for large, even washes of colour and is popular with artist, illustrators, 

designers and miniaturists who like detail, and who require flat artwork for reproduction 

work. 

NOT (Cold-pressed) 

Cold-pressed watercolour paper has a slightly textured surface. This paper is often used by 

watercolour artists. 

NOT paper is also called Cold-presses watercolour paper because it has not been hot-

pressed. It is made by taking a Rough sheet and pressing it again without the felts. This 

“almost” smooths or flattens out the roughness of the original sheet. 

The surface of a NOT (cold-pressed) paper has as average texture because it is neither 

smooth nor rough – slightly rough, if you can call it that. NOT papers are generally 

considered the easiest to use and is very popular as it produces a modest texture to the 

watercolour painting. 

Rough 

As the name suggests this paper has a rough surface. The Rough sheet has been pressed 
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between the “felts” on the paper machine and the roughness and pattern of the felt 

blanket, as it is also referred to, is embossed into the wet sheet.- 

This embossing gives the watercolour paper a textured surface or tooth to hold the pigment 

in place. Because of these indentations in the paper a grainy effect is created as pools of 

water collects in them and where the pigment settles out in the hollows. 

Rough paper is used by watercolour artists who like to exploit the granulation and texture in 

their paintings. Rough paper is popular for expressionistic techniques and bold styles. Later 

on we will demonstrate how all these surfaces affect your work. 

The rough paper from one brand could easily differ in smoothness and roughness from one 

manufacturer to another. This also applies to the Hot-presses and the NOT-pressed papers. 

General Information 

Does it matter which side of the paper is used? 

First of all- what is the right side? 

It is the side that you can see and read the watermark on. 

Obviously the manufacturers have designed that the paper has  a particular side that will 

produce the best results and where possible that is the side to be used. However, nothing 

stops you from using the other side. After all it is still a piece of paper.  

The side you eventually use is entirely a matter of your own choice. Avoid using the reverse 

side of the paper if you can help it. Just remember that the reverse side has an entirely 

different texture and surface preparation than the “right” side. What is it that makes the 

difference? It is something called “sizing”. 

Sizing 

Sizing is a substance that is either placed into the paper during manufacture or glazed over 

the surface of the paper at a later stage. In other words, there is an internal sizing (called 

engine sizing) and also surface sizing (also called tub sizing). 

What is the purpose of this sizing? To start with, the paper has a natural tendency to absorb 

water or liquids. Ordinary water will be absorbed into the paper too fast for our purposes. 

To counteract this, sizing is added to reduce the tendency of this water absorption and to 

allow it to remain longer on the surface of the paper. In other words, the porosity of the 

paper is reduced in a controlled manner. This will differ from paper to paper and from 

manufacturer to manufacturer. 

Another positive factor of sizing is that it increases the surface bond strength. It also affects 

the surface quality, the smoothness, the abrasiveness, and the finish of the paper. In other 
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words, it increases the workability of the paper. It also allows the water to remain on the 

surface so that the paint pigment can be moved around and controlled rather than letting it 

sink immediately into the fibres of the paper where it cannot be removed when required. 

Without it colour could not be moved across the paper as it would be immediately 

absorbed. 

External, or surface sizing, is normally a layer of gelatine that allows the water and paint 

pigments to lay on the surface. This also makes it look brighter and also allows the artist to 

easily sponge off when required. 

Another point to remember is that although most watercolour papers have internal sizing, 

the surface sizing is additionally added to produce the higher grade papers. Also there are 

different grades of sizing, from what is called hard sizing to soft sizing. 

A Word of Warning 

Too much scrubbing on the surface of the paper will eventually destroy the sizing and allow 

the pigment to sink into the fibres of the paper. When this happens it is extremely difficult, 

if not impossible, to remove or lift off paint from the surface of the paper. 

Buffering 

Good quality artist’s paper is normally buffered with an alkaline filler, such as calcium 

carbonate. A measured amount is added to the pulp at the beginning stage of the sheet 

manufacture and this allows the sheet to protect itself against atmospheric acidity over a 

very long period of time. 

This is not all there is to say about paper, but I think I have added enough for you to get a 

very good grasp on what will be the most important part of your studio equipment. 

It is vitally important for you to understand all this as on it hangs the future of all your 

creative work as a Master Artist. 

 

 


