
EN PLEIN AIR PAINTING IN WATERCOLOR

This document provides tips and thoughts on watercolor painting in the great
outdoors. It includes insights by and about famous artists who enjoyed painting
en plein air.

Creating art in the fresh air is known by the French term: en plein-air

Generally it includes oil, acrylic, watercolor, pastel, and drawing.

The practice of being outside challenges artists to interpret a real-life vista looking at what is in front
of them. Many paintings started outdoors are finished in the studio due to changes in the weather,
light, the model’s discomfort, or the fatigue of the artist. Often debris finds its way onto the paintings:
bugs, dust, bits of leaves and even insects. The Nelson-Atkins Museum, Kansas City, recently
found grasshopper legs in “Olive Trees,” an oil painting by Vincent Van Gogh.1

Historically, artists had painted outside to some degree before this novel experience was
popularized by the Impressionists.

The Impressionists often painted as a group. Being outside meant they could be in a collegial group
but still each painting a different scene with a unique point of view.

Also, they had the advantage of using newly developed materials such as paint packaged in tubes,
which made it more convenient to carry your materials to your spot. “French Easels” also made the
experience more manageable. These were portable wooden boxes with attached easels and
telescoping legs, making it easy to set up outdoors and paint standing up, as was the typical
posture for most oil painters.

Camille Corot and Charles-François Daubigny were two of the first French artists to paint en
plein air. Monet, with his famous water lily studies from Giverny, is well known for his plein air
paintings. Other plein air painters are some of most notable in Western Art:

● Paul Cezanne
● Mary Cassatt
● Childe Hassam

1 “Grasshopper Found Embedded in Van Gogh Masterpiece,” Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, November 6,
2017. Page accessed: September 12, 2022.
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● Winslow Homer
● Edward Hopper
● Henri Matisse
● Claude Monet
● Berthe Morisot
● Camille Pissarro
● Pierre-Auguste Renoir
● John Singer Sargent
● Vincent Van Gogh
● James Abbott McNeill Whistler

Here are some thoughts on plein air by the artists themselves:

Without tubes of paint, there would have been no Impressionism.
Pierre-Auguste Renoir

Sunshine is delicious, rain is refreshing, wind braces us up, snow is
exhilarating; there is really no such thing as bad weather, only
different kinds of good weather.
John Ruskin

All pictures painted inside in the studio will never be as good as the
things done outside.
Paul Cezanne

Everything that is painted directly and on the spot has always a
strength, a power, a vivacity of touch which one cannot recover in the
studio... three strokes of a brush in front of nature are worth more
than two days of work at the easel.
Eugene Boudin

I don't believe in making pencil sketches and then painting your
landscape in your studio. You must be right under the sky.
William Merritt Chase

I prefer every time a picture is composed and painted outdoors. The
thing is done without your knowing it.
Winslow Homer
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My Favorite Tips for Creating En Plein Air

● Take off your sunglasses. They mask the color. A broad-brimmed hat or baseball cap
can help shade your eyes. Or, sit under a tree, or in the shadow of a building.

● Keep the glare off your paper, it’s too hard on the eyes and doesn’t let you see the color.
John Singer Sargent frequently brought solid-colored parasols on his excursions to
shield his paintings from the glare of the direct sunlight.

● Don’t sweat the small stuff: bugs, (grasshoppers ☺ ), things falling from trees, people
stopping by, light misty rain, wind, heat, humidity, etc. Take it in stride.

● Try to keep organized and portable. You may need to move quickly due to adverse
conditions. And, remember, you are the one who has to lug this stuff back home, so
think “lite.”

● Be considerate of others. Don’t sit directly in someone else’s view. Don’t block a
sidewalk. Don’t set your “portable studio” down on fragile vegetation. After sitting on
groundcover or grass in the sun for half a day or more, you will leave an impression.

So set up on a ground cover that is established and robust. Or, if you set up on dirt or
gravel, put a drop-cloth down first to block dust that will get kicked up. Tidy your site
before you leave. When I paint on someone’s property, I ask first, and check in when I
have packed up for the day. As a bonu, sometimes they are interested in buying my
painting or my sketches. That is always a happy way to end a painting session.

● This next comment is obvious, but: remember that you are outside! The ground is
uneven so it’s easy to knock things over, or to tip over in your chair. On blustery days,
anything that is not weighted down, will blow away. Things that are lying directly on the
ground may get wet from the grass or dew. Or dirty from the earth. Things may dry
exceptionally fast, or exceptionally s-l-o-w-l-y. Stay flexible.

My Favorite Tips on Getting Setup and Starting to Paint

● Pick a good view; study it from the angle and the vantage point of your eye level while in
your painting position, either sitting or standing. Consider the light, the values of the
colors, and the eye flow as you move through the scene. Take your time to find
something that pleases you. It’s fine to work at a picnic table or on a bench provided by
the venue. Take a few photos periodically to remind yourself of the conditions of the sky,
clouds, and sun.
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● Pick a view that offers you some challenges, but not something that is overwhelming.
You don’t have to paint the whole scene. In fact, editing the scene to find a focal point
and creating a more intimate scene can improve the impact of the painting.

John Singer Sargent was criticized for NOT painting the dramatic countryside he visited
through Europe. He said that he would leave those vistas for others. He enjoyed the
more intimate scenes of painting his family lounging in the grass on hillsides, or the
gardens of Lucca, or the canals in Venice. Paint what makes you happy.

● Sit in your chair, relax and study the scene before you get set up. You may find that
although it was appealing, it just isn’t quite right. If you need to change sites, it’s easier
to do it before you get everything laid out.

● When you are happy with the site, arrange your materials as you will use them. I’m
right-handed so most of my materials go on the right. I usually keep a couple of paper
towels in my lap, close at hand, and the rest of the (partial) roll nearby.

● Be alert to weather and your surroundings. Get inside a building or your car if you see
lightning. It’s better to lie flat on the ground away from a tree than to stand under one.

● Vary your colors. Do not use greens right out of the tube. Add some variety and life to
them. Notice how much purple and blue and brown and yellow there is all around in
addition to “grass” green and “sky” blue. Be bold with your color thinking!

● Use your brush strokes to suggest the direction of tree limbs, bushes, grasses, etc. Pay
attention to how you apply paint and water. The paper will display throughout time the
stroke you have chosen. A wonderful brushstroke displays your genius.

● Get up, step back, and look at your work. First, “getting up” helps refresh you from
sitting in one position. Take a deep breath, stretch and shake out tense places in your
body. Then gently take a constructively critical look at your work.

● Don’t go too critical here. Work looks different, and usually better, when you allow
yourself space between you and the paper. Enjoy your progress.

● Quit painting before you think you are completely done. Once you get the painting
inside under more “normal” light, you may find adjustments to make. Or, you may find
that you stopped at the perfect point.
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And now for a story about how John Singer Sargent enjoyed his forays into the mountains
and around Italy, for his en plein air painting excursions:

There was always a large concourse of friends and relations, and
they contributed to the companionable and jolly atmosphere of their
Alpine retreats. The days were devoted to painting, providing the
weather was reasonable (the many watercolors of interiors were the
product of rainy days), while music, chess and books occupied the
evenings.

Sargent usually set off early in the morning, climbing up precipitous
paths in search of the right location, while his Italian valet, Nicloa,
carried his equipment.

Once he had chosen a suitable spot, he sat down on a stool to paint,
surrounded by a series of protective umbrellas, which made him look
‘like a newly hatched chicken surrounded by broken egg-shells’. 2

Richard Ormond

As an artist (or just as a human!), take advantage of being outside!

Watch the light. Learn from the passage of time. Absorb the energy of all the living things. Enjoy
yourself. Be comfortable. Treasure the moments of solitude—or the noisy moments of natural
sounds or trains and traffic—wherever you are, soak it in.

If you are looking for more plein air insights, take a look at my blog post on this topic:
https://fromjanemmason.com/blogs/artinthecenter/go-outside-to-paint

Go outside to paint.
Let the unexpected delight you!

2 Richard Ormond. “Off Duty: The Landscapist and Sketcher.” John Singer Sargent: Paintings, Drawing,
and Watercolors. Harper and Row, Publishers, New York, 1970. (68). Sargent’s sister was Richard
Ormond’s grandmother.
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