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UNLOCKING THE SECRETS OF WATERCOLOUR: A DEEP
DIVE INTO THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF WATERCOLOUR
TECHNIQUES

There is something undeniably magical about watercolour. The
way pigment dances across damp paper, the luminous glow of a
carefully layered wash, and the delicate balance between control
and  happy  accident  have  captivated  artists  for  centuries.
Whether  you  are  a  complete  beginner  tentatively  touching  a
brush to paper for the first time, or a seasoned painter looking to
break out of a creative rut, the journey of mastery is endless. This
is  where  having  a  reliable,  comprehensive  guide  becomes
indispensable. For many artists, that guide is found within the
pages  of  a  trusted  resource  like  The  Encyclopedia  Of
Watercolour  Techniques,  a  book  that  has  become  a
cornerstone  reference  for  painters  seeking  to  deepen  their
understanding and expand their repertoire. This article explores
the  core  principles  and  advanced  methods  that  such  a
compendium  would  cover,  offering  you  a  thorough  roadmap  to
elevating  your  watercolour  practice.

LAYING THE FOUNDATION: ESSENTIAL MATERIALS
AND SETUP

Before  diving  into  the  myriad  of  techniques,  it  is  crucial  to
understand  that  watercolour  is  a  medium  profoundly  influenced
by its tools. Unlike oils or acrylics, where you can often paint over
mistakes,  watercolour  rewards  preparation  and  an  intimate
knowledge of your materials. A comprehensive guide, much like
The Encyclopedia Of Watercolour Techniques, always begins
with the fundamentals.

Choosing the Right Paper
The paper is arguably the most important component of your
watercolour kit. It is not a surface to paint on; it is an active
participant in the painting process. There are three main types of
paper surface, each suited to different approaches:

Hot-Pressed (HP) Paper: This paper has a smooth, fine-
toothed surface. It is excellent for detailed work, fine lines,
and techniques that require precise control, such as
calligraphy or botanical illustration. However, because it is
less absorbent, washes can puddle and take longer to dry,
which can be a challenge for beginners.
Cold-Pressed (CP or NOT) Paper: The most popular
choice among watercolourists. It has a semi-rough texture
with a slight tooth. This surface offers a perfect balance: it
holds pigment well, allows for beautiful granulation effects,
and is forgiving for washes and lifting techniques. Most
artists find this to be the most versatile option.
Rough Paper: As the name suggests, this paper has a
pronounced, bumpy texture. It is ideal for creating
atmospheric effects, loose landscapes, and expressive work
where you want the paper’s texture to break up the wash
and create sparkling highlights.

A vital rule to remember is to always use paper that is at least
300 gsm (140 lb) in weight. Anything lighter will buckle and

warp  when  wet,  making  it  nearly  impossible  to  control  your
washes. For heavy, wet-in-wet techniques, a 640 gsm (300 lb)
paper is even better.

Paint Quality: Student vs.
Artist Grade
Watercolour paints come in two primary grades. Student-grade
paints  contain  more  filler  and  less  pigment,  often  resulting  in
chalky,  dull  mixes.  Artist-grade  paints  are  packed  with  high-
quality,  finely  ground  pigments  that  produce  vibrant,  luminous
colour and superior mixing capabilities. While student-grade is
fine for practising, investing in a small set of artist-grade colours
will  dramatically  improve  your  results  and  your  learning
experience. A core palette of a warm and cool version of each
primary  colour—for  instance,  Cadmium Yellow,  Lemon Yellow,
French  Ultramarine,  Cerulean  Blue,  Alizarin  Crimson,  and
Cadmium  Red—gives  you  access  to  an  almost  infinite  range  of
hues.

The Essential Brushes
You do not need dozens of brushes to get started. A quality guide
will tell you that three or four well-chosen brushes are far more
effective  than  a  large,  cheap  set.  The  key  brush  shapes  to
consider  are:

A Large Round Brush (Size 10-12): This is your1.
workhorse. It holds a large amount of water and paint,
allowing you to lay down broad washes while also coming
to a fine point for details.
A Medium Round Brush (Size 6-8): Perfect for general2.
painting, adding details, and controlling mid-sized areas.
A Small Round or Liner Brush (Size 0-2): For fine3.
details, signatures, and delicate lines.
A Flat Wash Brush (1 inch or 2.5 cm): Essential for4.
covering large areas with an even, smooth wash of colour.

Natural hair brushes, particularly those made from sable, hold
more water and spring back to a point beautifully, but synthetic
brushes  have  improved  enormously  and  are  a  very  reliable,
cruelty-free option.

CORE WATERCOLOUR TECHNIQUES: THE BUILDING
BLOCKS OF MASTERY

Once your materials are in order, you can begin exploring the
techniques  that  form  the  heart  of  The  Encyclopedia  Of
Watercolour Techniques. These are not just methods; they are
the language of watercolour itself.

Wet-on-Dry: Precision and
Control
This is the most straightforward technique, where you apply wet
paint onto dry paper. It offers the greatest degree of control and
is ideal for crisp edges, detailed shapes, and layered work. Every
stroke stays exactly where you put it. This technique is perfect

https://old.setefer.com/


2

2 The Encyclopedia Of Watercolour Techniques 2022-08-23

for the initial stages of a painting, blocking in shapes, or adding
fine details at the end. Mastering wet-on-dry is about learning to
load  your  brush  with  the  right  consistency  of  paint—not  too
watery, not too thick.

Wet-in-Wet: The Heart of
Watercolour Magic
If wet-on-dry is about control, wet-in-wet is about surrender. This
technique involves applying pigment onto paper that has been
pre-wetted  with  clean  water.  The  paint  spreads  organically,
creating  soft,  diffused  edges,  beautiful  blooms,  and  luminous
blends.  It  is  the  technique  behind  atmospheric  skies,  soft
backgrounds, and misty landscapes. The key is learning to gauge
the wetness of the paper. Too wet, and your colours will turn into
a  muddy  soup;  too  dry,  and  you  lose  the  spreading  effect.
Practice  is  essential.  Try  dropping  two  different  colours  onto  a
wet  surface  and  watch  them merge.  This  is  where  the  true
spontaneity of watercolour comes alive.

Graded and Flat Washes
A  wash  is  a  layer  of  paint  applied  evenly  over  an  area.  A  flat
wash is a single, uniform colour across the paper. To achieve
this,  tilt  your  board slightly,  load your  brush generously,  and
paint in horizontal strips from top to bottom, picking up the bead
of paint at the bottom of each strip. A graded wash transitions
from dark to light. You start with a concentrated mix and add
more water to your brush as you move down the page. This is the
classic technique for painting skies or backgrounds that recede
into the distance.

ADVANCED AND TEXTURAL TECHNIQUES: ADDING
DEPTH AND INTEREST

Once  you  are  comfortable  with  the  basics,  a  book  like  The
Encyclopedia Of Watercolour Techniques opens a treasure
chest of special effects that can add texture, mood, and a unique
personality to your work.

Lifting and Removing
Pigment
One of the great advantages of watercolour is its reversibility.
While you cannot paint over mistakes in the same way you can
with acrylics, you can lift pigment from the paper. This is done by
applying clean water with a brush to the area you want to lighten,
waiting a few seconds, and then blotting with a clean, dry tissue
or a thirsty brush. This technique is fantastic for creating clouds,
soft highlights, or correcting edges that have become too hard.
For  more  precise  lifting,  a  stiff-bristled  brush  or  even a  piece  of
plastic  card  can  be  used  to  scrape  out  fine  lines  for  grasses  or
tree branches.

Masking Fluid: Preserving
the White of the Paper
The white of the paper is the brightest highlight in a watercolour
painting.  Masking  fluid  (or  liquid  frisket)  is  a  latex-based  liquid
that you apply to the paper to protect areas from paint. You paint
it  on,  let  it  dry,  then paint  freely over it.  Once your paint  is

completely dry, you rub the masking fluid off with a clean eraser
or your finger to reveal the untouched white paper beneath. This
is invaluable for preserving tiny highlights in a complex wash,
such as the foam on a wave, the sparkle in an eye, or the petals
of a delicate flower.

Salt, Alcohol, and Cling
Film: Creating Texture
These  are  the  "special  effects"  of  watercolour,  and  they  are
wonderful  for  adding  organic,  unexpected  textures.

Salt: While your wash is still wet, sprinkle table salt or
coarse sea salt onto it. As the salt dries, it pulls the pigment
away from the paper, creating beautiful, crystalline
starburst patterns. This is perfect for creating the texture of
snow, stone, or seaweed. The effect becomes more
pronounced as the salt draws out more pigment.
Alcohol (Rubbing Alcohol): Drops of alcohol applied to a
damp wash will push the pigment away, creating hard-
edged, circular blooms. This is excellent for creating bubbly
textures in water, rust, or abstract effects.
Cling Film (Plastic Wrap): Press crumpled cling film into
a wet wash and leave it until the paint is completely dry.
The plastic creates sharp, linear creases and soft, veined
patterns that are ideal for rocks, bark, or abstract
backgrounds.

Glazing: Building
Luminosity Through Layers
Glazing is  the process  of  applying thin,  transparent  layers  of
colour on top of each other, allowing the light to pass through
each layer  and reflect  off  the  white  paper.  This  creates  a  depth
and luminosity that is impossible to achieve with a single mixed
colour. For example, glazing a thin wash of yellow over a dry blue
wash will produce a vibrant green, but with a greater complexity
than mixing the two colours on a palette. The key to successful
glazing is patience. Each layer must be completely dry before the
next is  applied,  and you must use transparent pigments (like
Alizarin Crimson or Winsor Blue) rather than opaque ones (like
Cerulean Blue or Cadmium Yellow).

COMPOSITION AND COLOUR THEORY: THE ARTIST'S
EYE

Technique  alone  does  not  make  a  great  paint ing.  A
comprehensive guide, like The Encyclopedia Of Watercolour
Techniques,  teaches  you  how  to  combine  these  tools  with
strong composition and a thoughtful approach to colour.

The Rule of Thirds and
Focal Points
A well-composed image guides  the  viewer's  eye.  The  rule  of
thirds is  a classic  tool:  imagine dividing your paper into nine
equal parts with two horizontal and two vertical lines. Placing
your main focal point at one of the intersections of these lines
creates a more dynamic and engaging composition than placing
it  in the centre.  Consider where you want the viewer to look
first—a  bright  flower,  a  distant  mountain,  a  figure—and  design
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your  painting  to  lead  the  eye  there.

Understanding Colour
Temperature
Colour has a temperature:  warm (reds,  oranges,  yellows) and
cool (blues, greens, purples). Warm colours tend to advance in a
painting, while cool colours recede. This is a powerful tool for
creating depth. A landscape, for example, will  often start with
warm, strong colours in the foreground and transition to cooler,
paler  colours  in  the  distance.  This  is  called  atmospheric
perspective. Understanding how to mix a warm blue versus a cool
blue, or how to use a warm red to bring an element forward, is a
skill that separates good paintings from great ones.

CONCLUSION: YOUR JOURNEY WITH WATERCOLOUR

Watercolour is a lifelong conversation between the artist and the
medium. It is a discipline that rewards patience, curiosity, and a
willingness  to  embrace  the  unexpected.  A  resource  like  The
Encyclopedia Of Watercolour Techniques  is  not  merely  a
book of instructions; it is a companion on that journey. It provides
the vocabulary—from wet-in-wet and glazing to masking and salt
textures—allowing  you  to  articulate  your  creative  vision  with
greater  fluency  and  freedom.  By  mastering  the  fundamentals,
experimenting  with  advanced  techniques,  and  developing  a
strong sense of  composition,  you transform from a painter of
simple shapes into a storyteller  who uses light,  pigment,  and
water to create emotion and atmosphere on a blank page. The
techniques are the tools; your unique vision is the masterpiece.
So, pick


