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Who is this Guide For?

What does it cover?

Artists working plein air and those starting to work
plein air

Ideas for artists about how to deal with the impact of
heat, light and shade when working plein air

10 TIPS FOR WORKING IN LIGHT AND SHADE
When the weather gets warmer and the sun begins to shine, thoughts begin to turn to working plein air.
However there are a few pointers which can make all the difference to what you achieve when drawing,
sketching or painting plein air - and how you feel at the end of the day.
This year the weather forecasters have predicted that we'll have a good summer in the UK so I'm looking
forward to being able to work outside a lot more than I have in the last couple of summers. Having already
started to work more plein air I'm beginning to remember all the things which make a difference when having
to deal with heat, sunshine and shade
It's a great idea to pay attention to the nature, quality and movement of the sunlight - for a number of reasons
1. I MP AC T

ON C OLO UR S AN D TO NE

#1

Sunshine makes it really difficult to evaluate colour and tone accurately. Your eyes need to be shaded.
However you won't see any of the colours correctly if you wear sunglasses. Try wearing a visor (see right)
rather than sunglasses - I find it works really well.
2. I MP AC T

ON C OLO UR S AN D TO NE

#2

Your also need to keep your work out of the sun so that you can check and accurately assess the tones and
colours you're using. I was astounded the very first time I took a painting out of the sunshine and put it in my
room which was in shade - all the colours changed and nothing looked the way it did while outside. A white
sun umbrella/parasol will help you to see colours better as you work. (However I've yet to find an art shop
which sells white art parasols in this country! Might it be something to do with our weather?).
3. I MP AC T

ON C OLO UR S AN D TO NE

#3

The colours you wear can also have an impact on your support if it's white or light in colour as it will pick up
the reflected light of the colour of your clothing. Neutral colours can be very helpful.

It really helps if you know where you are in terms of the points of the compass. In the northern hemisphere,
the sun rises in the east, moves south and sets in the west. So, before you start work out how the sun will
move. I've been known to position myself to try and get the best shadows partway through my plein air
working time. That's because when drawing in to get size and proportions correct it matters less what the sun
is doing. What matters is when you move on to getting colour down. If you're not sure try asking somebody
locally where the sun is in the afternoon. Creating a thumbnail sketch of the location of all the shadows before
you start will also help you to keep going as all the shadows start to change.
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5. D O

YOUR H O ME WOR K BE FOREH AN D .

You can find scenes with great light and shade if you're prepared to put some time into doing your homework.
If you see something that looks very striking but don't have your kit with you, make a note and come back on a
day when the light is good and you've got everything you need. If you practice assessing light and how it
moves, you can begin to work out what should be a great scene without ever having seen it. I've derived great
delight in the past in making a journey with kit to a scene which lives up to my expectations!
6. Y O UR

C AM ERA IS N OT GOI NG TO H E LP YO U .

One of the problems with cameras is that most don't deal at all well with areas of great contrast between
bright sunlight and shadows. I promise you that the photographs you took of that great scene you saw will
disappoint you. Cameras have a marked tendency to make the shadows look much darker and more solid than
they are in reality. When the sun is shining it's very likely that your photographs will probably include the
proverbial black hole. You will be able to see tone and colours much better than any camera can - hence the
value of plein air work for landscapes and the like. However if your eyes are blinded by the sun you'll start
seeing pretty much the same way as a camera - with a greater degree of contrast than exists in reality
7. T R Y

WOR KI NG A T TH E BEG I NN ING AN D EN D OF TH E DA Y

#1

You often get the most interesting light and the best shadows at the beginning and end of the day. The light is
coloured. At midday the sunlight leaches colour out of what you see in front of you and produces scenes of
great contrast. However the shadows move faster at the beginning and end of the day.
8. T R Y

WOR KI NG A T TH E BEG I NN ING AN D EN D OF TH E DA Y

#2

The other good reason for working at the beginning and end of the day on hot sunny days is that it's much
easier to work when it's cooler. It's very difficult to focus and work well if you're too hot. You also need to
make sure you avoid sunstroke.
9. S T AY

H EAL TH Y

-

MA KE S URE Y OU H AVE AC C ES S TO W ATE R .

Be near places where you can get a drink or take a bottle of water with you. If it's very hot you might not
realise just how much water you are losing through perspiration. It's very easy to become dehydrated before
you know it if you're focused on your painting.
-

M AKE S UR E YOU ' VE PAC KE D YO UR SU NS C REE N .

Even when sitting in the shade you can still burn from reflected light. If you're not in the shade and you want
avoid taking any risks with skin cancer then high factor sunscreen is essential. Make sure you put it on or top
up away from the support you're working on otherwise you'll learn how to deal with a canvas or paper which
has been sunscreened!
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I thought I'd finish with a few definitions of "plein air" for those who are unfamiliar with the term.
Plein Air
French term meaning out of doors. Refers to practice of painting entire finished picture out of doors as
opposed to simply making preparatory studies or sketches. Pioneered by Constable in Britain c.1813–
17, then from c.1860 became fundamental to Impressionism. Important technical approach in
development of Naturalism. Subsequently became extremely widespread and part of practice of Rural
Naturalists for example. Sometimes taken to extremes e.g. by Stanhope Forbes of whom there exists a
photograph of him painting on a beach in high wind with canvas and easel secured by guy ropes.
Tate - Glossary - Plain Air
en plein air (pr. ə pləh-nayr) - French for "in the open air,"
used chiefly to describe paintings that have been executed outdoors, rather than in the studio. Plein
air painting was taken up by the English painters Richard Parks Bonington (1802-1828) and John
Constable (1776-1837), and the French Barbizon School, and it became central to Impressionism. Its
popularity was aided by the development of easily portable painting equipment and materials,
including paints sold in tubes. The equivalent term in Italian is "alfresco," which is also used by Englishspeakers.
Art Lex Plein Air

'en Plein Air'
The term ‘en plein air’ refers to the practice of painting out of doors, in direct engagement with
nature, where the transitory effects of light can be observed and recorded.
It has a history in Europe of several hundred years, the most famous exponents including Salvator
Rosa and Claude Lorraine in the 17th c. and Corot and the Barbizon school painters in the 19th. In an
Australian context, the Impressionists of the late 19th century, including Arthur Streeton and Tom
Roberts were devoted to painting out of doors, and thus brought a new understanding of Australian
light and landscape to the public, through their work. Fred Williams, Australia’s great master of
landscape painting in the twentieth century, used studies painted out of doors as the foundation of his
work. These artists and others established a strong tradition of painting ‘en plein air’ in Australia that
continues to this day.
NSW Parliament - Plein Air painting prize

http://makingamark.blogspot.com/

Portfolio

http://www.pastelsandpencils.com/

Reviews Blog

http://makingamarkreviews.blogspot.com

Publications

http://www.makingamark.co.uk

Travel Sketchbook Blog:

http://travelsketch.blogspot.com

Sketchercise

http://sketchercise.ning.com/

Page

Art Blog:

3

©Katherine Tyrrell version 1.0 June 2009
You can find more ‘Making A Mark Guides’ with advice on sketching, blogging and the art
business on the portfolio or publications websites listed below
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