
A Comprehensive Guide to Painting Outdoors
with Watercolors and Oils: Techniques and
Inspiration
Painting outdoors, known as plein air painting, offers a unique and
immersive experience. Capturing the beauty of nature in real-time, plein air
painting requires artists to adapt to changing light conditions, weather, and
the elements.

This guide explores the techniques and considerations for painting
outdoors with two popular mediums: watercolors and oils. We'll delve into
the specific challenges and advantages of each medium, providing
practical tips and insights to help you create stunning outdoor paintings.
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Techniques for Painting Outdoors with Watercolors

1. Mastering Water Control
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Watercolor painting requires precise control over the amount of water used.
Too much water can dilute the pigment, while too little can create harsh
lines. Outdoors, it's essential to adapt to the changing humidity and wind
conditions.

Use a spray bottle to keep the paper moist and prevent the paint from
drying too quickly. Experiment with different brush sizes and shapes to
create varying effects, from delicate washes to bold strokes.

2. Capturing Light and Shadows

Watercolors excel at capturing the subtle gradations of light and shadow.
Use washes of different concentrations to create depth and contrast. Layer
colors gradually, allowing each layer to dry before applying the next.

Pay close attention to the direction of the light source and the way it affects
the colors around it. Note the shadows and highlights, and use them to
enhance the three-dimensional quality of your painting.

3. Working Quickly and Efficiently

Plein air watercolor painting often requires working quickly. Plan your
composition and color palette before starting, as it can be challenging to
make significant changes once the paint is applied.

Use a large brush to quickly establish the main shapes and colors. Then,
use smaller brushes for details and highlights. Don't be afraid to experiment
and let the watercolors flow freely.

Techniques for Painting Outdoors with Oils

1. Choosing the Right Medium



Oil paints offer flexibility and longer drying times, making them a suitable
choice for outdoor painting. Consider using a portable oil set with premixed
colors to save time.

Prepare a painting surface with a layer of gesso to ensure a good adhesion
of the oil paint. Use a palette knife to mix the colors and adjust their
consistency.

2. Establishing Layers

Oil painting involves applying thin layers of paint over a period of time,
allowing each layer to dry before applying the next. This technique helps
build up depth, richness, and detail gradually.

Start with a thin underpainting to establish the composition and values. Add
subsequent layers, working from dark to light and from thick to thin. Use
transparent glazes to create depth and luminosity.

3. Managing the Drying Process

The slow drying time of oil paints can be both an advantage and a
challenge. It allows for adjustments and corrections, but it also requires
patience and planning.

Use a drying medium to speed up the drying process if necessary. Protect
your paintings from dust and moisture while they're drying. Roll up
completed paintings or place them in a secure container.

Inspiration for Outdoor Painting

The natural world offers endless inspiration for outdoor painting. Look for
scenes with strong compositions, interesting lighting, and vivid colors.



Observe the textures and patterns found in nature. Pay attention to the
movement of clouds, the ripples of water, or the intricate details of plants
and flowers.

Don't be afraid to experiment with different perspectives and angles.
Capture the beauty of nature from a bird's-eye view, a low-angle shot, or
even while lying down.

Painting outdoors with watercolors and oils presents unique challenges and
opportunities. By mastering the techniques of each medium, artists can
create stunning and evocative paintings that capture the essence of the
natural world.

Embrace the spontaneity and adaptability required for plein air painting.
Allow nature to inspire you, and let your creativity flow freely. With practice
and dedication, you'll discover the joy and fulfillment that comes from
painting outdoors.

Additional Tips

Carry a portable easel and stool for convenience and comfort.

Use a sun umbrella or hat to protect yourself from the sun.

Wear comfortable clothing and shoes that allow for movement.

Bring plenty of water and snacks to keep yourself hydrated and
energized.

Respect the environment and leave your painting site as you found it.
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