NO, REALLY, THAT'S HOW I DO IT...

Choosing the Best Colors for Your Painting

A thorough selection process makes all the difference in the end.
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I AM A COLOR JUNKIE. I’M CONSTANTLY IN SEARCH OF NEW COLORS and
different color mixes to try out. I admire the artists who can paint using a simple
palette of six pigments, but I like using lots of different colors, applied in layers. I
think every color has its place.
Admittedly, being faced with a huge color choice can be both daunting and confusing. To
avoid ending up with a muddy mess, I use color charts to
guide me through a painting. I also follow two simple rules.
Never mix more than three colors at a time, and always finish
with transparent colors.
The main benefit to making color charts is that you can see
and understand at a glance all the colors that are available to you.
My color charts are very simple and are straight from
the tube or pan. I paint my color charts on small pieces of
watercolor paper (ideally the same as the paper that I will be
working on). This means that I can stick the chart directly
onto my easel, or take it out in the field with me. I also lay
my subjects directly onto the chart to work out the best color
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choices (Fig 1).
I divide my paints up into groups: yellows, reds, blues, purples and earth colors. Each group
has its own chart (Fig 2).
I’ve yet to find a green that works straight from a tube, so the green color charts must be mixed.
I put yellows down one side, and blues and greens down the other. Green mixes do need a little
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For example, almost every earth color (all the siennas, umbers and
ochres) is labelled as PBr7, which is synthetic iron oxide (Fig 6).
To use color effectively, it is important to understand how each paint
behaves—is it transparent, opaque, semi-transparent, granulating,
separating? When I make a color chart, I paint it quite wet and then tip
the paper to allow the paint to settle at the bottom of the square. This
helps me see the characteristics of each pigment straight away without
having to refer to the label.
When I start a painting, I pull out my color charts and decide which
pigments would be the most likely candidates. Sometimes I make a
further color chart of all the possible colors on my study page. Adding
layers of color can be a bit like cooking, when you are trying to decide
which spice or herb to add next. I am constantly tweaking the color
recipe until I get it right (Figs 7 & 8).
Although I do use a lot of paints, I do try to simplify and harmonize
my palette in a painting. I use W&N cobalt violet in almost every
painting. I rarely use more than two blues in a painting, one light value
and one dark value. I will always carry some of the colors from the
flowers through to the stems and leaves. If I think colors are too similar,
I will select only one. Not all of the colors make it to the final painting,
such as some in this Phalaenopsis study page (Figs 9 & 10).
Finally, I make a note of the colors that I have used in a painting
and the order in which I have used them, and if I have time, make a
color recipe chart. This does sound like a lot of work, but it is incredibly
useful. The next time that I paint that subject, such as grapes, Physalis
peruviana, an oak leaf, or Lavandula stoechas, I simply refer to my color
recipe chart (Figs 11, 12, 13, & 14).
Understanding your paints is the key to making good color choices.
It takes time and patience but is worth the effort.
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pink or red to tame them, but a simple two-color chart is usually enough to show me which
paints to select (Figs 3 & 4).
I also have a big black chart, with reds and purples down one side and greens and neutrals
down the other. It’s quite interesting to see the mixes, and quite surprising too. Who would have
thought that Hookers could make such a fabulous black? If I am painting dark subjects, I pull
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out this chart in order to match the blacks.
Color names can be misleading, and vary
greatly from manufacturer to manufacturer.
For example, look at these cerulean blues—all
quite different (Fig 5). It was only by making
a color chart that I could see the differences.
Schmincke cerulean is in fact closer to manganese blue. It’s always worth comparing the
brands side by side.
Pigment numbers can also be misleading.
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The Botanical Artist
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