A Focus On Waves
SYDNEY - 3RD-4TH AUGUST 2013
Workshop Notes
Day 1:
Introduced the idea that this is not “the way” - it is just my way! Take what you can use and discard the
rest! We all borrow ideas from each other - you will always put your own spin on everything you have
borrowed.
We covered some initial theory with these fundamental concepts:
• Perception - the ability to find information out in the world. Very important. Find the information that
makes the difference. This workshop is designed to escalate your perception skills.
• Conceptual - this is YOUR area - relatively handled today.
• Physical ability - ability to manipulate your tools - to make exactly the mark you want. To master this
will take time, practise and willingness to put the time in. Because we have worked a lot on our
perception skills, it’s now more important that we continue to develop our physical ability.
Painting is primarily about problem solving - asking the questions is how you will solve your painting
problems. The more questions you ask, the more problems you’ll solve.
For example:
Q: What colour is water?
A: What’s under it? What’s above it? What’s contaminating it?
Decide what mark you want to make BEFORE you make it. How are you going to make it? Which
paintbrush? Which pressure? Which area of the bristles do I need to use to achieve that effect?

TIP: It can be a great idea to work on two of the same paintings at the same time - one as your “practise
painting” and one as your “real painting”
TIP: Develop a set of physical skills which relates to your particular brand of paint.
The elements that make up to the appearance of water were introduced and/or reinforced.
The Four Elements:
•
•
•
•

Substrate - can be lots of different colours ie pebbles, sand, rocks, kelp etc.
Colour of water - can also be lots of different colours.
Surface - probably the most important element - from underneath and above.
Light

Observe. Think of painting water and waves as a series of mirrors and windows. The flatter to your
eye the water is - the more will be reflected on its surface. The face of the wave is a window, and the
back of the wave is a mirror. This is handy to think of when you are painting waves in water. When
you are looking at water at a flat angle, the water becomes very reflective like a mirror.

When you want to paint a water scene, ask yourself a series of questions so you can work it out:
•
•
•

What is the substrate?
What is the colour of the water?
How much of the light is reflected on the surface?

Then paint it in that order, first the substrate, then the colour of the water, then the surface (and the
light).

TIP: At the top of the canvas ie further away from you, (closer to the horizon) there will be more sky reflected, or
more mirrors, or less water showing. Closer to the bottom of the canvas there will be more water showing, until
you’ll be able to see the substrate in shallow water.
TIP: In a low light situation - you will still see the light reflected on the water - but you can’t really see through it low light is more about reflections than anything.
The concept of Default Settings was introduced:

Default Settings:

Concept of a “starting point” set of colours.

Tropical Water:
Cadmium Yellow Light
Pthalo Blue
Titanium White
Warm Summer Skies:
Ultramarine Blue
Titanium White
Pthalo Blue (add a little as you get higher in the sky)
Shadow Under Waves:
Burnt Umber +
Pthalo Blue (into deeper water)
(thin wash)
Sand:
Cadmium Yellow Medium
Dioxazine Purple
Titanium White
(for drier sand add more Titanium White)

Set Up Your Palette:
Dish up more paint than you think you’ll need.
Nothing worse than trying to match colours halfway
through a painting because not enough paint was
dished up at the beginning.

Exercise - Clean & Clear Tropical Water On A Bright Day:
Gradation Exercise 1:
Most things in life are a gradation of colour. Tone and hue gradate on every
surface you see. Everywhere you look you will see gradation. Mastering
gradation of colour is perhaps THE most fundamental skill you can master.
Beginning The Actual Painting Process!
Start with the Default Settings colours for tropical water of Pthalo Blue,
Cadmium Yellow Light and White. Start at the top of your canvas with mainly
Pthalo Blue & a tiny amount of Cadmium Yellow Light. As you move further
down the canvas add more Cadmium Yellow Light and White & back off the
Pthalo Blue.
If you add a tiny amount of Dioxazine Purple (TINY - like 3 hairs on your
paintbrush) to a Cadmium Yellow Light & White mix, you will end up with a
lovely “sand colour” at the bottom of your canvas.

TIP: When painting gradations (particularly sky gradations), get plenty of colour down, then pull the colours together
in a cross hatch fashion to blend. Then use the tip of a clean, large-ish brush to soften the transition even more.
TIP: If you want to paint a luscious cool water, use lovely cool colours.
TIP: Determine the sky first - the light will determine everything in the rest of your painting.
TIP: When doing gradations of colour, shifts in colour as well as tone will make your paintings POP!
Gradation Exercise 2:
Start with White, and about two thirds of the way up your canvas create your horizon line - mix up White
and Ultramarine Blue and apply. Always start with White and add Ultramarine Blue in tiny increments.
As you come up the canvas (to the top of the sky) add more Ultramarine Blue and then when you’re
nearly at the top of the canvas add some Pthalo Blue (gets cooler).
Then - paint from the horizon down - start with a warm
blue (Ultramarine Blue) with a touch of White to create
the horizon line, then mix Ultramarine Blue and Pthalo
Blue. Next, use Pthalo Blue on its own (to represent
the deepest parts of the ocean). Add some cool
yellow (Cadmium Yellow Light) to the Pthalo Blue,
with White to represent the water getting shallower.
Just in these gradation exercises you have
represented in some way, all 4 of the elements of
water!

Creating the waves on Gradation Exercise 1:
Anatomy of a wave
The steeper the wave, the harder and sharper the lines are going to be
(shallower water = sharper lines).
You can chalk in your waves - Decide where you want your waves to break
etc. You can also use White to paint them in initially “non-committally”.
Create your waves by using a very dry brush, and create the flat spots on the
backs of the waves (using the sky colour of Ultramarine Blue & White, this
creates the reflection of the sky on the back of the waves). Use the tip of your
brush on its edge. At the bottom of the wave you will see more of the sand
showing - add some “greeny-yellowy colour (shallow water colour) using
some Cadmium Yellow Light - cool yellow - gradating to a greeny colour in the
middle of the wave. Then add a shadow line to your wave using the default
setting (very thin wash) of Burnt Umber & Pthalo Blue.

TIP: The area between waves is flat. This area will reflect the sky colour - use a drier brush & a soft touch.
Refraction technique:
The refraction process is what happens when the light hits the surface of the water and creates tiny
rainbows of patterned light on the substrate. Refraction is affected by the depth of the water. Hold your
small chisel brush on the side and from the front, parallel to the canvas, and loosely between your
thumb and forefinger (or fingers) roll it back and forth, and up and down to create a series of loose
diamond-y irregular flat rectangles.
The further away from you (ie the higher up the canvas & closer to the horizon), the flatter and smaller,
and less distinct the “diamonds” will be. Remember perspective - that is, objects further away from you
will appear smaller and flatter and less distinct.

TIP: When using this technique, try to turn your brain (mostly!) off. This exercise is more difficult than it looks!
When you master this technique it can be used for a number of different things including representing spinifex
grass on the beach, or highlights on clouds on the horizon. Random chaos!

Afternoon Wave Demonstration:
Mark added some breaking waves to the previous gradation
exercises to illustrate volume in whitewash. You can loosely
chalk in or paint with white paint where you want your waves to
go.
Start with your darkest shadow areas in the whitewash - use a
mix of Pthalo Blue, Burnt Umber & White. For the next level of
shading add a pile of White to this mix & Ultramarine Blue. Then
add pure White to build up the final highlights of the whitewash.
Add your vertical and horizontal reflections to the front of the
whitewash and your paintings will zing with realism! You can
create the illusion of a steeply breaking wave, or a soft crumbly
wave using these White horizontal (ish) and vertical reflections.
Add some soupy whitewash trails to your foreground using
perspective and a loose elliptical pattern, with a vanishing point in
mind to create realism in your painting. To give even more zip
add a light shadow within the soupy pattern of a very VERY thin
wash of Burnt Umber. Instant depth in the shallows.
Add your vertical and horizontal reflection lines right down on the
wet sand. Wet sand is highly reflective.

TIP: Any time you wet something, the principles of water
apply. That is, wet rocks, wet roads, wet sand. Anything wet
you can treat in the same way you would a water painting!
TIP: Remember whitewash has perspective. Use the edge of
the chisel brush held flat and softly add the “soup” trailing
behind the waves. This soup should point towards the
vanishing point.

Day 2:
Substrate Exercise - your painting!
Step 1:
Paint your gradation upside down so that you don’t
have any deep blue drips ending up where they
shouldn’t be.
Create a “murky” gradation, start with a nice sandy
“mud” colour blending red, blue, yellow and white.
Transition this colour down the canvas to a “deep
murky-ish water colour” by adding Pthalo Blue and
White, to darker with more Pthalo Blue and adding
more Ultramarine Blue towards the bottom of the
canvas.
Pull your gradation together with a cross hatch motion
and the tip of your large house painting brush.

TIP: if it starts to go too green, don’t add blue or yellow - add red.
Step 2:
Create your pebbly substrate using 2 large brushes and varying
colours (your choice). Load your large brush with very wet colour
and use your small brush against the larger one to randomly or
strategically flick colour on the sandy muddy coloured section of
your painting.
Step 4:
Add refraction - strategically add the tropical water default setting
colour here and there (Pthalo Blue, Cadmium Yellow Light &
White). This colour really pops in this “murky” setting. This colour
will be brighter in shallower water and darker toward the deeper
water.
You’re in charge of your painting! If
you want a bright sunny day, bump
up your refraction colours with more
yellow & white.

Step 3:
Add some “rock” shapes here and there with a mix of
Burnt Umber and a touch of Pthalo Blue. Some of these
will be submerged and some will stick out of the water.
Your choice.
To submerge some rocks, paint them with a very dry
brush and make them less distinct. Use more Pthalo
Blue for these ones. You can further this illusion by
adding some refraction to the tops of these rocks, with a
mix of greeny-goldy- browny colour (use Burnt Umber
and Cadmium Yellow Medium - going out to your “deeper
water colour” closer to the horizon). Then add your sky
reflection over the top of the rocks and voila! Submerged
rocks.
To create the impression of rocks poking out of the water,
you can “shape” the sky reflections around the rocks, in a
circular motion to create the impression of waves
wrapping around the rocks.
Step 4:
Add the waves - to do this you paint the sky reflection! Use the tip of your brush on its edge. You can
decide where the waves are - where the lumps in the water are, where everything is!
To accentuate the “face” of the waves, use a thin wash of Pthalo Blue (a glaze) to create gorgeous
windows in your waves.

How do I flatten it? Sky-ify it!
How to I make the shells look wet? Sky-ify it!
How do I put the rocks underwater? Sky-ify it!
But how do I sky-ify it?
Mix up your sky “Default Settings” colour of
White and Ultramarine Blue
and use a dry brush on its edge to paint
them.

Step 5:
Give your rocks 3 dimensions! Now treat your
wet rocks like a water painting. They are the
substrate! Re-establish your rock shapes
using Pthalo Blue & Burnt Umber to create
shadow areas. This colour will reflect onto the
sand or rocks in front of it. Bring that rock
colour down to create a reflection using
broken horizontal-ish lines.
There are 3 sources of light on your rocks.
The light in front, the light behind and the light
above.
Add your horizon sky colour to your rocks first
to create your sky reflection (use Ultramarine
Blue + White - a little bluer than the sky
reflection on your waves). For the light
behind, add Pthalo Blue to that mix (higher
sky colour) - put this colour reflection on the
“cooler” or shadow side of your rock.
Remember to reflect your rock reflections on
the sand/pebbles as well!
Now add your direct sunlight using a teeny tiny MINISCULE amount of Cadmium Yellow Light mixed with
your White. Decide where you want your sparkles, and paint them in. You can then add a few spots
within those sparkles of pure White for added sparkle. Add vertical reflections (using White) in the sand/
pebbles from underneath the brightest of your sparkles, and horizontal lines too (using White).
Now for added realism you can add a
White line along and between the
rocks for a shallow broken wave. Add
your soupy whitewash trails using
White thinned with water as the suds
recede into the distance. You can
create added shape in the face of your
waves by “shaping” the suds up the
face of your wave. Add the whitewash
reflection along the leading edge of
that broken wave, leaving a tiny gap for
a shadow. Then you can add your
shadow using Burnt Umber along that
front edge of the whitewash, and
between the elliptical gapp-y shapes in
the suds. Add more vertical and
horizontal White reflections down from
the whitewash to create the illusion of
highly reflective wet substrate/sand.

Thanks to everyone for a top weekend in Sydney!!

Footage from the days will be available up on Youtube very soon!
For support material about what you learnt over the weekend, check out these pages:
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/ocean-landscapes.html
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/how-to-paint-water.html
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/painting-waves.html
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/gradation.html
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/brush-technique.html
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/acrylic-glazing.html
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/ocean-landscapes.html
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/perspective-in-painting.html
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/support-files/aa013defaultsettingtropicalwater.pdf
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/support-files/AA007SSDefaultSettings.pdf
and these video clips! (subscribe to our Youtube channel for all the latest clips):
Acrylic Painting Techniques - Shadows in Waves:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OfIAtF-0UoM
Painting Waves - Dry Brush Technique:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bgNhoede9AI
How to Paint Water - Refraction:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xzCGPAUXJOg
How to Paint Wet Rocks:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y4qv1uzfW7E
Acrylic Painting Techniques - Glazing:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=spJETxwJsdk
Learn How To Paint - Gradation
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vy-Z0FQ2kpg

Overheard in class:
“This is your homework: go out into the world and look at it very very deeply,
for the rest of your life!”
“Nothing wrong with a bit of Mr Squiggle!”
“Let’s luminousify it a little.”
“It’s absolutely NOT not-saveable!”

