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Introduction

Oil painting. The words themselves bring to mind

centuries of art. From the masterpieces of the

Renaissance to the charming landscapes that you see in

a shop on vacation, the rich, glowing colors are

fascinating. Oil painting makes it all look like magic. As

an artist’s material, it both attracts and intimidates with

its possibilities. In this book we set out to introduce you

to this enduring medium. We want to give you as much

information as we can to make oil painting a part of your

life.

Whether you’re trying oils for the very first time or

you’re an experienced painter, this book walks you

through the ins and outs of oil painting. We cover the

basics, and we offer some information for those of you

who have pursued this wonderful endeavor for some

time.

We include as much information as we can — both in

technical matters as well as how to see the world as an

artist, as a painter. We know that there are many books

on oil painting. What sets this book apart are the step-by-

step projects that lead you to the fluent use of color in

your paintings. We show you how to depict three-

dimensional forms and create dramatic and powerful

images. We also include a section that covers design in

painting to guide you in the creation of innovative and

original artwork. Design is a part of every painting, but



we teach you how to hone your natural design instincts

for more effective and creative compositions.

Oil paint is the queen of materials for artists. Painting is

what you go to see at the museum; it’s what you think of

when you hear the word “artist.” But oil painting, with

its 500-year history, can be intimidating. We give you as

much information as possible to get you off to a great

start.

Writing this book follows very closely our philosophy as

artists and teachers. We firmly believe that the best way

to gain an appreciation for fine art is to share in the

experience of art making. Learning to paint gives you

firsthand experience into what it means to be an artist.

You learn not only to paint but also to see the world as

artists do. A whole world of painting will open up to you.

About This Book

It’s not uncommon for people to teach themselves how to

draw. You pick up a pencil and paper and go. But

painting often seems like a mystery. Mixing colors, the

oils and solvents, so many brushes — where do you

start? You see programs on television, but the paintings

all seem to come out looking the same. We designed this

book with you in mind. Through the lessons in this book

we teach you to paint the way YOU paint. We cover the

basics of honing your skills and lead you to develop new



ones as you learn color, composition, and how to use oil

paint.

Our book has an easy-to-follow format. After some basic

lessons based on working from direct observation, you

have a chance to create your own designs and

approaches to making an oil painting. We try to include

everything that you need to learn to paint and to

continue to explore painting for years to come.

Our advice to you: Be patient with yourself, and give

yourself room and time to experiment. And have fun. Our

philosophy is simple. We believe that anyone can learn to

paint. If you want it enough, if you can devote a bit of

time (two to three hours a week) to this endeavor, and if

you’re motivated enough to buy the materials and set up

an area to work, you can learn to paint.

Now, we’ll be honest with you. You have to tolerate being

a rookie for a while. You may have some lovely paintings

right from the start, but expect to make some awkward,

funny-looking paintings until you get the hang of it. But

the rewards are great. When you’re first learning to

paint, every painting shows your increased knowledge.

Conventions Used in This

Book



To help you navigate this book we set up a few

conventions:

 We use italics for emphasis and to highlight new

ideas and terms that we define within the reading.

 We use boldface text to indicate a set of

numbered steps (you follow these steps for many of

the projects). We also use boldface to highlight

keywords or phrases in bulleted lists.

 The main painting projects in the book have their

own project headings so that you can easily identify

them as you flip through the chapters. Ancillary

projects are flagged with the Try It icon.

 Every project tells you what you need, when you

need it. Before you start any project, read all the way

through the steps to make sure that you have the

supplies you need.

What You’re Not To Read

We wrote this book so that you can find information

easily. We put absolutely everything that we could think

of into this book and we believe that it’s all essential

information to help you learn to paint with oil. But you

can skip over some material. Some info is more technical

or describes a particular approach that may not apply to

every situation. Feel free not to read the following:

 Text in sidebars: Sidebars (those gray-shaded

text boxes) allow us to include every possible thing

associated with oil painting. Although they include



useful information, they aren’t entirely necessary

reading.

 Anything with the Technical Stuff icon

attached: This information is interesting but not

critical to your understanding of the topic at hand.

In addition, we know that you probably won’t read this

book in exact sequential order. In fact, for most of you,

skipping over Part I completely and going to Part II first

is the best way to proceed. This method gets you started

painting right away. You can use Part I as a reference for

any questions that you have about supplies, tools, your

work area setup, and so on.

We want to believe that you’ll soak up every word we

wrote. But we know that much of it may be too arcane to

absorb in the initial reading. We hope that you keep this

info in mind as your skills develop and use our book as a

resource in the future.

Foolish Assumptions

In writing this book, we made some assumptions about

you, our dear reader:

 You have the desire to pursue fine art painting,

creating your own images, and attempting to make

the type of paintings that you see in a museum or in

art history books, as opposed to using oil paint for

craft applications.



 You’ve had experience with drawing, either self-

taught or from lessons you received at some point in

your life. We assume that you can look at something

and draw a recognizable image of it.

 You may know little about art history, but you have

an interest and an appreciation for what you have

encountered.

 You know nothing about painting or you may have

tried to figure out oil painting on your own and not

made much progress. We assume that you may have

tried to paint with oils on your own but are looking

for direction.

This book is basic enough to help the rookie painter

painlessly figure out the ins and outs of painting with

oils. If you’re nervous about your drawing skills, it’s

possible to learn to paint while you develop your drawing

skills.

If, on the other hand, you know a bit about this topic

already, you’ll still find something challenging to pursue.

We also include projects and approaches for the

individual with more art experience. Check out the

chapter headings to look for specific topics or painting

projects to hone your skills. And if you have painted

before, don’t be surprised if you find some info in the

basic lessons that fill in any gaps in your knowledge.



How This Book Is

Organized

This book is set up intentionally to be user-friendly. We

try to cover topics from buying supplies to step-by-step

painting projects to developing paintings with creativity

and originality. Each part focuses on a different piece of

the painting process.



Part I: Getting Your Feet Wet

in Oil Paint

In this section you find an overview of everything you

need to get started, from buying the materials to setting

up a place to work. We also cover the painting process

and setting goals for learning to paint. We cover some of

these things in more detail later in the book, but start

here to get the big picture.

Part I isn’t intended to be a step-by-step lesson; instead,

it’s more of a reference to get you started with your

supplies, paintings, and all the physical things that you

need to get in order to paint. If you want to start painting

right away, you can start with Part II, but be sure to flip

to Part I when you need to look up details.


