
MAN IN THE MOON

 PAINTING WITH WATERCOLOUR


THE TWO VARIABLES


The artist has control of two variables when painting with watercolour these are; the 
wetness or dryness of the paper and the amount of pigment that the artist dilutes with 
water. In order to understand the difference between the amounts of pigments that you use 
in mixing colours it can help to create a system of comparisons to fluids that you use and 
experience everyday. In this way when you mix your pigment with water you start to 
associate the viscosity of the mixture of water and pigment to different substances and 
over time these associations can be linked with the tone or shade of the colour you create. 
This is by no means a science but just a methodology that can be useful in helping you to 
mix your colours more consciously in order to achieve the tones you want. Just as in 
drawing you need to learn how to "see in tones" it also essential in watercolour to 
understand how "to paint in tones".  The subtle change of tone that can be achieved with 
watercolour due to it’s transparency is one of the medium's greatest strengths. 
(This concept relating to comparisons with known subtances was developed by the artist Joseph Zhubvic) 

BUTTER 
When you think of the thickest watercolour paint you can mix think of the 
texture of butter. This means you use very little water to create the texture. This 
type of paint will appear as the darkest shade of a colour and canbe used to 
make the deepest shades/tones. 
 

CREAM 
When you think of a slightly less thick paint think of the texture of cream. This 
means you use a little more water to create the texture. This paint will still 
appear as a dark shade of a colour, but lighter than your butter mix. This is 
great for painting details that you want to stand out. 

MILK 
Milk is thinner than cream it flows more freely but is not easy to see through. This 
mixture can be used for blocks of colour or deep washes. The shades of colour will be 
lighter and more transparent than cream mixes. 

COFFEE 
Next comes coffee, a little more fluid that milk and when you spill it the coffee can 
stain things. This thickness of paint mixture creates more transparent finishes and 
is used for strong washes, creating lighter shades/tones of colour than the milk mix.

 
TEA 
When you think of the most dilute paint to water mixture think of tea. This is a free 
flowing and again stains things if you spill it, but the stains are much lighter than 
coffee. It is also more transparent than coffee. This type of paint is used for the 
lightest washes usually put on the picture in the early stages of painting. 




