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The Art of Watercolour: How would you 
rate the importance of intuition?
Michael Reardon: The cumulative expe-
rience I have gained a!er thirty years of 
painting informs everything. I do. I actu-
ally paint many parts of a painting without 
thinking, because knowing what is likely 
to work and what will not has become 
ingrained. When teaching, the most valua-
ble lessons are learned when I am working 
with students one on one, as I am then able to share 
my intuition with them and try to find ways to explain 
why certain choices may improve their paintings. 
Intuition lets me take chances when applying paint. 
As most watercolourists know, paint sometimes has 
a mind of its own. If you let the watercolour be water-
colour, you can achieve e"ects that are quite unique. 
It requires intuition and a lot of nerve to let this hap-
pen. I usually roughly know the outcome, but I really 
enjoy taking risks. It’s the intuition that helps this to 
happen.

TAW: Do you decide on the general mood of the 
painting before you start?
M. R.: The paintings that turn out the best are the 
ones I can already see in my head before the painting 
process begins. Much of this vision includes the mood 
and atmosphere I want to portray. I do at least one 
thumbnail prior to each painting, studying the light 
and determining the feeling I want. When painting 
outdoors, the atmosphere can be dictated by what 
is in front of you, although I have no problems with 
changing things if it will help the mood.

K#$ F%&'(
Michael Reardon has been painting in 
watercolours for over thirty years. In 2005, 
he was awarded the prestigious Gabriel 
Prize by the Western European Architecture 
Foundation, which allowed him to spend 
three months painting in Paris. Originally 
trained as an architect with a degree in 
architecture from UC Berkeley, he has been 
an architectural illustrator for over thirty 
years.  In 2004, he was awarded the Hugh 
Ferriss Memorial Prize, the premier award 
in the field of architectural illustration. 
His watercolours have been exhibited 
nationally and internationally, including 
the annual exhibitions of the National 
Watercolor Society, the American Watercolor 
Society and the California Art Club. He 
is a signature member of the American 
Watercolor Society, the National Watercolor 
Society, Watercolor West and the California 
Watercolor Association. He is also the author 
of “Watercolor Techniques: Painting Light 
and Color in Landscapes and Cityscapes”. He 
lives and works in Oakland, California.
www.mreardon.com
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and skill

Focus on
Fontana di Nettuno, 51 x 25 cm

to paint “all in one go”;, i.e. achieving the 
colour and value in one pass and not 
touching the paint once it’s dry. This allows 
the bounced light from the white paper to 
shine through thereby creating luminous 
colour. Since I try to get the colour and 
values I want with one wash, I rarely go 
back to darken areas a!er the paper is dry, 
preferring to maintain the freshness of the 
watercolour in spite of the fact that the 
values should be a bit darker.

Di!erent planes in order to create depth
Creating atmosphere is a crucial element 
of my painting. The depth created by 
the use of foreground, middle ground, 
and background in part achieves this. 
Sometimes it’s necessary to exaggerate 

these three pictorial zones to elicit 
a mood, i.e. making the background 
misty and distant to bring the other 
planes forward.

Edges
I use lost or so! edges to make 
objects less distinct and get the 
same e"ect. The so! edges make 
the hard edges seem sharper in 
comparison, which can be useful 

to direct the eye of the viewer 
and link the shapes together 
to create a more harmonious 
painting.

White areas
95 % of my whites are the 
white of the paper. I simply 
paint around the areas I want 
to leave white. I sometimes 
use Opaque White  to bring 
back whites that may have 
been lost. I’m not opposed to 
using it, but I’ve found it to be 
easier to just leave the white of 
the paper where I want it to be.

Granulation
I’m a big fan of granulation. 
One of my ‘go to’ colours is 
Cobalt Blue. In most brands, 
this colour doesn’t granulate, 
however the Daniel Smith 
version does. It’s the base 
for many of my granulating 
mixtures. Other colours that 
granulate well are Viridian, 
Cerulean Blue and Cadmium 
Orange; their large particles 
‘float’ in a wash and sit on top 
of the paper.

Thumbnail 
sketches
Prior to every 
painting, I do a 
thumbnail value 
sketch to carefully 
plan my values.  
The sketch only 
takes a few minutes, 
but it clarifies 
my ideas, alerts 
me to potential 
compositional 
problems and 
creates a roadmap 
of my lights, mid-
values, and darks. 
It is instrumental to 
bringing a sense of 
light to a painting.

Light and values
One of the best ways 
to achieve luminosity 
in watercolour is 
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TAW: How does your background in architecture 
influence the way you paint?
M. R.: I went into architecture because I liked to draw 
and it seemed to be a practical way to apply my draw-
ing skills. A!er graduation, I quickly moved to archi-
tectural illustration, which meant that I drew almost 
every day and painted frequently. After more than 
thirty years of almost constant drawing, a pencil and 
brush are a big part of how I think.

TAW: What is more important from your point 
of view, an artist’s sensitivity or their technical 
skills?
M. R.: Both are critical. Artists that slavishly copy pho-
tos can have remarkable technical proficiency and 
are to be commended for it, but I am rarely moved 
by such work. A passionate painter who can’t por-
tray their feeling due to a lack of command over the 
medium is unable to achieve the results they are a!er. 
A combination of sen-
sitivity and skill make 
the best paintings.

TAW: Do you always 
work on location? 
M. R.: Plein air is the 
best. Complete sen-
sor y immersion in a 
scene yields greater 
depth in a paint ing 
than working from a 
photo can achieve. The 
depth and colour that the eye perceives is far supe-
rior to any camera. I rarely worked from photos until 
a couple of years ago, preferring to use my plein air 
sketches as the basis for larger work. I learned how-
ever that strong images can result from using photos 
as reference, but you have to be careful that the infor-
mation in the photo doesn’t dominate the composi-
tion and overwhelm your creativity. I print the photos 
in black and white so I am not limited in my colour 
scheme, do a sketch to capture the basic information 
and then put the photo away. I usually continue to 
sketch without the photo, using my imagination to 
guide the final painting.

TAW: You run workshops, but have you attended 
any yourself? 
M. R.: I attended workshops  with Jeanne Dobie and 
Charles Reid early in my painting career. Both had 
significant impacts on the way I paint. I learned a lot 
about the use of colour from Jeanne and much of my 
palette comes from her. Charles showed me the won-
drous e"ects of painting directly and mixing colours 
on the paper.

TAW: Are there any artists, living or past, that you 
look up to?
M. R.: If it weren’t for John Singer Sargent I might not 
be painting watercolours today. I had a terrible expe-
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Framing my subject
I’m a strong advocate of “less is more” in composition and I 
rarely show the entire subject. Showing less is o!en much sexier 
than depicting the entire scene, for example, I usually crop out 
part of a building when painting it. I mentioned earlier my use 
of  thumbnail sketches and they also help me to summarise and 
simplify the scene to the essential elements of a story. I also find 
that this allows the viewer’s imagination to fill in the rest, eliciting 
a more engaging image. I try to look beyond the actual subject to 
discern its more abstract qualities. There is no major di"erence in 
the way I approach any subject, be it a street scene, a landscape, 
or a Buddhist monastery. It is the arrangement of shapes and 
the composition of those shapes and their values that drive a 
painting.

My material
I also use only professional quality watercolours and paper: 
Arches 140 lb. cold press or rough; Fabriano 140 lb. cold press.
My colours:
Cobalt Blue, Ultramarine Blue, Cerulean Blue, Phthalo Blue red 
shade, Phthalo Green yellow shade, Viridian, Jadeite Genuine, 
Carmine, Cadmium Scarlet, Quinacridone Burnt Scarlet, 
Quinacridone Burnt Orange, Cadmium Orange, Quinacridone 
Gold, Cadmium Yellow. Almost all of my colours are by Daniel 
Smith. They discontinued Cadmium Orange, so I get it from 
American Journey. I use Daniel Smith watercolours because of 
their intensity, luminosity and extensive line of quinacridone 
colours. 

“My paintings that 
turn out the best are 

the ones I can already 
see in my head before 
the painting process 

begins.”

Pont Notre-Dame.
Watercolour.
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La Bicyclette. Watercolour, 40 x 25 cm.

rience the first time I tried watercolour in college. As 
with many beginners, I had no idea how to use them. 
I was so traumatised that I didn’t touch watercolours 
for ten years. In 1985, there was a show of Sargent’s 
watercolours in San Francisco that knocked my socks 
o!. I decided that I had to learn how to paint in water-
colour. That’s how it all started and that’s why I have 
great empathy with students who are struggling to 
master the medium.

TAW: Finally, to what extent do you think an art-
ist’s feelings, mood or character should show 
through in the finished painting ?
M. R.: I think the artist’s feelings always come through, 
for better or worse. If I’m tired and uninspired that is 
reflected in the work, but if I’m energetic and engaged 
with the composition it usually shows through too. 
While teaching, I’ve come to realise that each artist 
has his or her own way of painting, which is as indi-

vidualistic as a signature. Just as signatures o"en give 
away some of the characteristics of the signee, so do 
paintings. An outgoing person often paints boldly, 
while a more reserved person paints more so"ly and 
quietly. At the risk of being labelled a California psy-
cho-babbler, I think the artist’s personality always 
shows through.

Text: Laurent Benoist. 
Photographs: All rights reserved

Sant’Agnese. Watercolour, 56 x 28 cm.
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the Swedish master

  Anders 
Zorn

Toge t h e r  w it h  his  co n -
temporar y Carl Larsson 
(1853-1919), Anders Zorn 
(1860-1920) is the most 

well-known Swedish artist. During 
his lifetime, he made a name for 
himself as a portraitist, although 
today he is perhaps best known for 
his nudes in pastoral landscapes. 
His career flourished thanks to his 
unique and unparalleled skill for 
capturing his model’s personality. 
At the time however, no one would 
have predicted that Zorn, the ille-
gitimate son of a waitress from 
Uppsala and a German brewer 
(whom he never met but whose 
name he bears) would become the 
Swedish artist whose works reach 
the highest prices at auction. One 
of his watercolours was sold in 
June 2010 for the modest sum of 
2.6 million euros! He was brought 
up by his grandparents in Mora, a 
small town in the middle of Sweden. At the age of fif-
teen, Anders Zorn entered the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Arts in Stockholm. His inheritance (his father died 
in 1872) was enough to meet his needs. Although for 
a time he was tempted by sculpture, his discovery of 

By: Laurent Benoist / Photographs: All rights reserved

watercolour was almost like a rev-
elation and he painted exclusively 
in this medium until 1887. A! er just 
one student exhibition in 1880, the 
first portrait commissions came 
flooding in, inspired by his first 
patron, Otto Gustav Boberg, tai-
lor to royalty and notably Princess 
Eugenie.

A growing reputation
The following years saw his style 
bloom: as his technique became 
more confident, his brushwork 
became looser. The artist under-
took more audacious compo-
sitions and subjects. The great 
naturalist painter, Bruno Liljefors 
(1860-1939) wrote about his com-
patriot: “Like a cat on the roo! ops 
which, sure of its balance, moves 
forwards with the same ease as if 
it were on the ground, Anders Zorn 
confidently confronts the technical 

problems that face him. He has understood that with 
his skill anything can be depicted, grass, stone, air and 
water the faces of women and the life of the soul. All 
he has to do is not hesitate. And he never does”. His 
first watercolours depicting reflections on the water 

Self Portrait with Model. 1896. 
Oil on canvas, 118 x 91 cm.
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Key Facts
1860: Born February 18th in Mora, Sweden.
1875: Entered the Royal Swedish Academy of Arts in Stockholm. 
It was here that he discovered watercolour.
1885: Married Emma Lamm.
1887: A!er watercolour, Zorn took to oil painting.
1889: He was decorated with the Legion of Honour during the 
exhibition of his works at the Salon in Paris. His painting 
“Fishermen at St Ives” was purchased by the French state.
1893: Zorn travelled to the United States on the strength of his 
successes, where he carried out numerous portrait commissions.
1896: A!er many journeys around the world, the Zorns decided 
to return to live in Sweden in the painter’s hometown, Mora.
1920: Anders Zorn died in Mora on August 22nd.

Turkish Boatman in the Constantinople Harbour. 1886. 
Watercolour on paper, 17 x 25 cm. ©Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, Sxeden

date from this period. From 1881 to 1885, Zorn trav-
elled around Europe: Paris, Cadiz and England (where 
he established a relationship with the Royal Institute of 
Watercolours and the Royal Academy). He glorified this 
multitude of new horizons in watercolour, either quite 
simply in his sketchbooks – where with just a few brush-
strokes he could create an impression of reflections on 
the River Thames – or in more detailed compositions 
with a limited palette and tight drawing. His submis-

s i o n  to  t h e 
Par is  S alon 
of 1882 was 
well received 
and the press 
r e f e r r e d  t o 
him as “a tal-
ented water-
c o l o u r i s t ”. 
Ev e r y  s um -

mer, he returned to Sweden to the property rented 
by his future in-laws. In 1885, confident that he would 
make a comfortable living from his art, Anders Zorn 
married Emma Lamm. During the eleven years follow-

ing his marriage, Zorn and his wife travelled extensively 
around Europe, visiting England and Paris in particular, 
but always returning to Sweden in the summer.

Nudes and portraits
The winter of 1887 was a turning point. It was in St Ives 
in Cornwall, England that Zorn discovered oil painting, 
a medium in which he displayed the same brilliance as 
watercolour. One of his canvases would be exhibited at 
the Salon the following year and bought by the French 
State (which awarded him the Legion of Honour dur-

His models sat 
in their own 
homes instead 
of his studio.
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ing the Universal Exhibition in 1889). Zorn was at that 
time at the height of his career. He painted the great of 
the world: writers, royals and 
barons of industry. During his 
numerous journeys to the 
USA, three presidents would 
sit for him: Grover Cleveland 
(1899), William Taft (1911) 
and Theodore Roosevelt 
(1905). He made friends with 
the greatest artists in every field of art and literature 
(Ernest Renan, August Strinberg, etc) and in particular 
Rodin, in whose sculptures he saw the equivalent of his 
painted nudes. His nudes are innovative in that they are 
amongst painting’s first modern nudes: instead of being 
allegories or symbolic representations of divinities, they 
represent naked bathers and nothing more. From this 
point of view, Zorn was following in the footsteps of 
Edouard Manet, whose radically innovative “Déjeuner 
sur l’herbe” had caused public outcry in 1863.  It is also 
noteworthy that Zorn’s nudes are rarely the main sub-

In his final paintings, 
he portrayed the 

charms of rural life.

Anders Zorn’s palette

The Zorn palette refers to a colour palette 
supposedly used by the artist and still used 
by many artists today. It consists of only four 
colours: Yellow Ochre, Ivory Black, Vermilion 
and Titanium White. Although this range of 

colours seems at first to be extremely limited, Zorn 
demonstrated in his paintings all  that it was possible 
to do with such a limited palette.

The first thing that stands out is the absence of blue,  
although his works show its extensive use (as well as 
green). In fact, the inventory of his studio at the time of the 
artist’s death shows no less than 17 tubes of Cobalt Blue! 
However, Ivory Black is a relatively cold black and can be 
used as a very dark substitute for blue. It is almost possible  
as well to consider Yellow Ochre, Cadmium Red Light 
and Ivory Black as a version of the three primary colours. 
In fact, the closest thing to blue in this palette is a cool 
grey obtained by mixing Ivory Black with Titanium White. 
Because of its lack of colour, the “Zorn palette” is not so 
suitable for landscapes, but more so for portraits, in which 
Zorn of course excelled.

jects: the artist is much more interested in the way they 
interact with their natural setting. The artist himself 

wrote about one of his paint-
ings: “I strove for a result by 
placing the same tonal val-
ues over the entire canvas, 
no contrasts, just different 
colours. I found a pink cliff, 
on which I placed a couple 
of models in a pre-decided 

position and began my work. It was only when I told 
them to take a break that I found my painting”. 

The return to Sweden
In 1896, the couple decided to move back permanently 
to the painter’s hometown of Mora. Paradoxically, 
whereas he was wont to portray the charms of a rural 
life in his most recent paintings, he would also be called 
upon to paint the members of the Swedish royal fam-
ily. His brushwork had now become much freer and 
details were barely hinted at. In his portraits, everything 

Our Daily Bread. 1886. Watercolour on paper, 68 x 102 cm. 

Castles in the Air. 1885. Watercolour on paper, 37 x 26 cm.
©Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, Sweden.
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The Anders Zorn Museum
During his lifetime, Anders Zorn had a 
project for a museum to house both his 
works and his vast collections of paintings 
and decorative art, all with an educational 
and humanistic aim. It was his widow who 
completed the project: the establishment 
opened its doors in 1939 in Mora. In addition 
to Zorn’s works on paper and canvas, the 
museum contains paintings by famous 
Swedish artists such as Carl Larsson and 
Bruno Liljefors. The Zorn Museum’s 2023 
summer exhibition o!ers a broad overview 
of his art with oil paintings, watercolours, 
prints and sculptures and will also focus 

on what lies beneath 
the surface of famous 
works. Thanks to 
groundbreaking new 
research and with the 
help of X-rays, colour 
analyses and photos, 
Zorn’s technique and 
astonishing virtuosity 
will be explained 
in detail. 

participated in creat-
ing an overall general 
impression and rep-
resenting his models’ 
psychological charac-
teristics. What was new 
was that the models 
sat in their own homes 
instead of the artist’s 
studio. Zorn’s last years 
were plagued by health 
problems. He died in 
1920 and was buried in 
Mora’s church cemetery. A"er his death, his wife con-
tinued her husband’s work, working extremely hard 
to keep it for posterity. Thanks to her a museum saw 
the light of day in 1939. In addition to the bequeathed 
works, she also endeavoured to purchase those she 
wished to have in the collection. Today, the Anders Zorn 
Museum is still the place to go for an almost complete 
overview of the work of a man who was undoubtedly 
one of the greatest Swedish painters of all time.

Zorn Museum
Vasagatan 36
Box 32
792 21 Mora
Sweden
Tel: +46 (0)250 59 23 10
www.zorn.se
Exhibition from 18 May to 3 September

Our Daily Bread. 1886. Watercolour on paper, 68 x 102 cm. 

Castles in the Air. 1885. Watercolour on paper, 37 x 26 cm.
©Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, Sweden.

Strandstudie. Watercolour. Alhambras Park. 1887. © Zorn Museum, Mora, Sweden
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