
Use a light touch
Apply one or two strokes without pressing 
too hard, and leave it! Lots of rubbing and 
stroking is a sure way to destroy the 
underlying layer and create mud.

Use enough paint
Remember, the layers build from thin, to 
thicker, to thickest. You can’t get a fresh 
layer to sit on top of a lower layer if you 
don’t have enough paint on your brush or 
knife.

CONSIDER A LIMITED PALETTE

Getting colors to work well together can be 
a complicated endeavor. Having a color 
strategy in mind will help. A limited palette 
will also help. A limited palette is a small set 
of pigments, usually one of each of the 
primaries, plus white. Sometimes there may 
be an additional pigment or two. Fewer 
pigments lead to colors and mixtures that 
are more interrelated and harmonious. 

Step 5 - the most difficult and 

requires the most time.  It 

demands an understanding of 

color and mixing, as well as 

facility with paint handling.

Howard Park’s Five Step approach 

to teaching Plein Air workshops

TAKE YOUR TIME

In plein air painting there is a popular belief 
that one should work quickly and apply paint 
liberally. This is a fine idea if you are as good 
as Sargeant or Sorolla, but until you have 
that kind of facility, take it slow, be mindful 
of each stroke, and build your paint in 
controlled layers. The plein air painter has to 
build up this kind speed over time. As you 
get better, you can move through the steps 
more quickly.

WORK IN LAYERS

Working wet into wet is a challenge.  The 
most common problem is overworking the 
paint, which results in a muddied surface. You 
can minimize the potential for this if you 
work in layers — from thin, to thicker, to 
thickest. Don’t apply thick, impasto strokes 
unless you are sure that you are not going to 
hit that spot again. To apply fresh color over 
wet paint, you must apply paint that is 
thicker than the layer underneath. For this to 
work, you have to do three things:

Even if one can draw, compose, mix 
color and handle paint reasonably well, 
if any one of these steps is left out, 
one invariably runs into trouble. There 
are no free passes. Everyone, including 
the masters, had to consider each of of 
these steps.

Using a soft flexible brush is the 
easiest way!   If using a painting knife, 
the ability to apply a light stroke that will 
sit on top of the previous stroke without 
disrupting it too much is a must!



Good composition isn’t an accident; more often 
than not, it has to be extracted from the 
larger scene before us. Students often do a 
thumbnail in the form of a line drawing, which 
is the least informative type of thumbnail. A 
thumbnail that is shape- and mass-oriented is 
much more effective in capturing shapes, 
which is what a composition is built upon. A 
compositional thumbnail should determine the 
best composition for the subject you have 
selected.

A thumbnail doesn’t have to be highly accurate 
or very neat, but it must suggest the general 
placement of the main shapes. Limit the 
thumbnail to two values (notan) or three 
values. This keeps it simple and allows you to 
see the composition in terms of its basic 
shapes. It’s easier to do a shape-oriented 
thumbnail if you use a bold drawing 
instrument, like a soft pencil (6B) or markers.

Step 2 -  Compositional Thumbnail

An underpainting is a monochromatic (single 
color) version of the painting that establishes 
drawing, composition, and values before 
getting too involved with color. This is a step 
that is overlooked by many plein air painters. 
Separating the monochromatic foundation 
from the multi-colored finished work,  breaks 
the process down into more manageable 
steps. What’s more, the pigment color you 
choose for the underpainting can be the first 
step toward a color strategy. It’s true that 
this step will add some time to the already 
short sessions of outdoor painting, but the 
control it offers makes it well worth it. 

Step 3 - Block-in or Underpainting

Finally, we begin actual “painting” — mixing 
colors and applying fully-loaded pigment to 
the canvas. Painters like to rush ahead to 
this step — what they consider the “fun” 
part. But if our color and paint handling is 
going to work, it must be built upon a solid 
foundation, which is what Steps 1 through 4 
help us accomplish.

Step 4 - Local Color Application

Step 1 - Site Selection

This is one of the most overlooked steps. Just 
because a scene is beautiful or interesting 
doesn’t necessarily mean it will translate well 
into a painting. Because nature fills our 
subjects with resplendent color and light, it’s 
easy to assume that any scene will become a 
beautiful painting. Unfortunately, this is not 
the case. The three-dimensional “reality” that 
we see at the actual location and the 
synthetic two-dimensional reality of our 
painting, are two different things. For a 
painting to be “readable” and suggest depth, 
its shapes and colors must distinguish 
themselves from one another and the painting 
must incorporate as many cues from the 
landscape as possible.


