The experience of painting directly from
nature is an essential part of my creative
process, even when I’m working in my
Kansas studio. As | explain here and in my
diary entries, it helps me capture both the |
appearance and the spirit of the landscape.

BY JOHN HULSEY




t is absolutely essential
to the life and vitality of my
studio work that I paint out-
doors as often as possible.
No matter what level of suc-
cess and facility I have
achieved over the last 25
years, I am constantly
reminded by these plein air
sessions that I am just the
student, not the teacher.
These small plein air studies
executed on location are the
foundation of my work. The
impressions allow me to
build larger studio works
that capture some of the
power and beauty of nature.

Nature surprises,
delights, tricks, and some-
times pummels me as [ am
working, but I always come
away feeling rewarded by
the time I spend painting
outdoors. Anyone who has
ever painted in watercolor
on location also knows the
additional levels of unpre-
dictability that the materials
themselves can add to the
party: It's too hot, too cold,
too wet, too dry, too
windy—you name it. So
why do it? Like most artists,
I did not choose this occupa-
tion so much as it chose me,
and I soon discovered that
the uncontrolled conditions
of the outdoors were stimu-
lating my art in ways that
studio work did not. This is
never truer than when
painting the shifting light
and changing topography in
a marine environment. [ am
not as interested in captur-
ing a particular moment as I
am in expressing something
existential about the experi-
ence of this brief exchange
with nature.

Cumulus, 1999,
watercolor, 12 x 16.
Private collection.
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Smoke, 1999,
watercolor, 12 x 26.
Private collection.

Opposite page:
Ocean Light I, 2000,
watercolor, 40 x 30.
Collection the artist.
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Large studio pieces allow
time for introspection and
invention because I develop
them more slowly, but I also
must transfuse the spon-
taneity and vitality of my
outdoor work into my stu-
dio work for it to be success-
ful. Although it can be
heartbreaking to discard a
painting that required a lot
of effort to produce, it is bet-
ter to be ruthlessly objective
than to fall short of the
mark. In so doing, I believe
that every painting is essen-
tially an accurate biography
of the artist’s entire life up
to that moment. When [
show a finished work, [ am
saying that this painting rep-
resents all my hopes, dreams,
knowledge, and skill, and
perhaps things of which even
I am not yet aware.
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A Little Night Music, 1999, watercolor, 12 x 16. Private collection.
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MATERIALS FOR PLEIN AIR PAINTING

{ [ use either a backpack-size French easel or a custom-made Maier pochade
box. The French easel works well, but the extra weight becomes an issue
when I hike to a painting location. I paint on a 12"-x-16" block of Arches
cold-pressed watercolor paper, unless I intend to make quick sketches. In
that case, | use a spiral—bound, 11"-x-14" Canson sketchbook. My brushes are
Jack Richeson & Co. Series 9000 synthetic hair rounds in sizes Nos. 20 and
24, along with an assortment of synthetic flats, one small round, and a cou-
ple of riggers. Because of the speed at which I work outdoors, I have devel-
oped painting techniques that allow me to use fewer brushes to achieve
desired effects. For example, I use three No. 20 rounds simultaneously while
I paint, each loaded with a different major color. The flats are reserved fora |
particular kind of mark-making, and the large 1" oval is an essential all- !
around tool.

In addition, I have sea sponges, paper towels, an X-Acto knife, and a
| kneaded eraser. My selection of tube colors is the same whether working out-
| doors or in the studio, and I use a plastic John Pike palette in both situations.
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In a Soft Season, 2000, watercolor, 30 x 40. Collection the artist.

MATERIALS FOR STUDIO WORK

My brushes in the studio are the same as the ones I use outdoors, except for
the addition of much larger versions. My largest flat washes are 2", 3" and
4". My rounds generally don’t change. I leave the sheets untaped and paint
on a table that is inclined slightly. This allows the washes to run downill
toward me, making gravity do most of the work. The light is primarily nat-
ural, although I have balanced artist’s lamps and track lights if I need them.

I use 300-Ib Arches paper, in sheets measuring 20" x 30", 30" x 40", and 40"
x 60". Because of the heavy weight of the paper, I don’t need to stretch it
even though I use a wet-in-wet technique for most of my painting. Because I
work from studies, I can premix large washes, apply them alla prima, and
create a spontaneous, fresh painting surface.

So much of watercolor painting depends on the balance of water and pig-
ment, both in the brush and on the paper, and I am always sensitive to the
relative dampness of the work as I apply each new stroke. It's easy to ruin a
seamless wash by painting across it before it is thoroughly dry, and it is easy
to get an offensive hard edge if I wait too long to paint a new wash of color.

WATERCOLOR
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In the Marsh, 2000,
watercolor, 12 x 16.
Collection the artist.

Opposite page:
Ocean Light lI, 2000,
watercolor, 40 x 30.

Collection the artist.
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