
A Systematic 
Approach 
to Acrylic 
Landscapes 
BY MARCIA BURTT 

I've been painting acrylic landscapes 
en plein air for nearly fifteen years. 
And with my simple time- and paint-saving 
system, I've been able to use this fast-drying 
medium outdoors with great success. 

ven in the 1950s, when I was a high school student 
taking my first summer painting course, I resisted 
working in oils. I felt more comfortable with water­
color and pastel, so I thinned the oils as much as I 

--- could to make them dry faster. By the time I started 
graduate school, acrylics had arrived on the scene, and I took 
to them like a duck to water. They dried fast and thin, enabling 
me to continually rework areas without losing the paint's fresh­
ness. If my first thin wash worked, I could leave it alone, enjoy 
its brilliance, and have it almost pass for a watercolor. If I want­
ed to rework or adjust shapes-a more common occurrence­
I could immediately paint over the dry layer and treat it as an 
underpainting. 

I've now been an acrylic landscape painter for nearly fifteen 
years and am still crazy about the medium. In order to adapt to 
the requirements of painting on location, I've devised a simple 
paint- and time-saving system for successfully working out­
doors in acrylics. 
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Evening From 
the Ridge, 1993, 
acrylic, 20 x 20. 
Collection 
Rosemary and 
Bernard Parent. 



Friends and I 
gather to paint 
at a local 
"endangered 
landscape:' 

The initial lay-in. I 
establish the 
large shapes as 
well as the rough 
value and color 
relationships 
without bother­
ing with a prelim­
inary drawing. At 
this point I step 
back and see if 
the composition 
satisfies me 
before going 
ahead. 

I complete the painting by gradually adjusting 
shapes and refining. I arrange the easel so I 
can look back and forth from the scene to my 
painting with minimal effort. 
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After a few painting 
sessions, the tackle 
box I use as a paint 
box won't look so 
pristine, but the 
paints will remain 
moist and usable 
for months. 

AU photos this article by William B. Dewey 

My trusty French half-easel sets up in a flash. 

The compl~ted painting: Spring Light at the Wilcox Property, 
1995, acryliC, 24 x 20. Collection the artist. 



Autumn in the Vineyard, 1993, acrylic, 25 x 30. Collection Joan and Matt Challacombe. 

MATERIALS 
There are five elements I focus on in 
respect to materials: the paint box, 
spray bottle, easel, palette, and sub­
strate. My paint box is a three-tier 
fishing-tackle box with molded dividers 
to hold my colors (I use one compart­
ment for each color). The molded 
dividers are important because paint 
can leak from one compartment to 
another if the dividers are the slip-in 
kind. I squeeze enough color into 
each compartment to last three or 
four painting sessions, and I arrange 
the colors as I would on a conven­
tional palette. On the top tier I place 
my greens, blues, and purples; yel­
lows, reds, and Acra violet are on the 
next tier; and earth tones, black, and 
white comprise the bottom. This set-

up can last for months, and I can add 
new colors as needed. 

For many artists, using a spray 
bottle is not news, but it is essential 
when painting with acrylics out­
doors. If possible, to keep out of the 
sun, I try to locate myself under a 
tree, or on windless days I some­
times use an umbrella attached to 
my easel with a C-clamp. When I'm 
in the sun, especially on dry or 
windy days, I find it necessary to 
lightly but repeatedly mist my 
paints. When working indoors for 
any length of time, I add a few drops 
of vinegar to the spray water to kill 
mold spores. (The ultraviolet light of 
the sun takes care of this when paint­
ing en plein air.) 

Another prerequisite for plein air 

painting is a good easel. I use a half­
size French easel, the kind available 
through retail stores and mail-order 
art suppliers. After many years, I 
have found that cheaply made easels 
have joints and hinges that can't 
withstand the wear and tear of fre­
quent use. I expect my easel to set 
up fast, function smoothly, and take 
years of stress (I paint in heat, wind, 
fog, and, on occasion, light rain). 
Only the well-made ones seem suitably 
durable. Also, I substitute padded, 
adjustable shoulder straps-made for 
backpacks and available at moun­
taineering stores-for the skinny 
leather straps supplied with the easel. 

The image of an artist wielding a 
wooden palette in the great outdoors 
is a romantic one, but such setups 
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are not very practical. Since it's not 
possible to remove dried-on layers 
of acrylic paint from the beautiful 
folding wooden palette that comes 
with French easels, I gave mine to 
an oil-painting buddy. I make throw­
away palettes for myself out of two 
pieces of foam board, which I hinge 
together using wide masking tape. 
These palettes are lightweight and 
cheap and can be used for months 
until paint buildup renders them too 
heavy to hold. 

My favorite substrate is canvas, 
especially a nice, smooth, white one 
that will show brilliantly through a 
thin wash. When I'm traveling and 
space is a consideration, however, I 
often paint on double-ply museum 
board that I've gessoed and sanded 
twice. When I embark on a trip 
involving many stops or a lot of hik­
ing, I'll take only a block of water­
color paper plus my paint box 
(already filled to capacity), an extra 
tube of white, my brushes, and the 
French easel (and, of course, a plas­
tic water container). In addition, I'll 
take my oldest T-shirts to wear, 
which become the next day's rags 
when they're ready for the wash. 
When my heart is set on taking can­
vases, I use sizes that can fit within 
each other (30" x 30", 24" x 24", 
18" x 18", and 12" x 12", for exam­
ple); it's a great space-saving trick. 
Or if I'm hesitant to take only 
squares, I try to get canvases that 
share a dimension (18" x 18", 
18" x 24", 18" x 30", 18" x 36", for 
instance) so they are easy to bind 
together with a strap. 

TECHNIQUES 
Everyone paints differently, but 
acrylic lends itself to artists who 
work spontaneously but have a ten­
dency to reassess and repaint. In my 
work, I begin by using a large 
brush-No. 18 or bigger-to create 
large areas of color; doing so 
enables me to immediately deter­
mine whether or not the composi­
tion is workable, and it roughly sets 
the values. At this stage I often work 
transparently; and since I begin with 
a white, primed canvas or museum 
board, the transparent paint can pro­
duce vibrant, clear effects usually 
obtainable only with watercolor. 

Continuing to use the large brush, 
I gradually refine values and shapes, 
making sure my focal point is where 

Continued on page 78 

GETIING YOUR PAINTINGS INTO PRINT 

Left: Blue Moon, 
1993, acrylic, 16 x 12. 
Collection Jennifer 
and Daniel Smith. 

Opposite page: 
Spring Storm, 
Wildflower Meadow, 
1991, acrylic, 24 x 18. 
Collection David Sowle. 

I was lucky enough to have a publisher approach me at an outdoor art show 
about creating posters from some of my paintings. Before making a decision, I 
went down to our best local poster shop and looked carefully through the cata­
logs supplied by poster dealers. Satisfied with the quality of the art posters I saw, 
I decided to do it. 

Building and maintaining a relationship with a publisher, working together to 
select images, and painstakingly reading and discussing the contract (and mak­
ing changes to it if necessary) are all part of generating a successful poster 
print. Self-publishing is a difficult and tricky business. No one wants to get stuck 
with fifteen thousand posters and no way to sell them. If you really want to self­
publish, here are a few suggestions. First, know where you want to sell your 
prints. If you plan to sell them through local shops, show them your images first 
and have them help you decide which one will make the most salable print. 

Second, consider selling a limited rather than an open, or poster, edition. 
Although opting to produce a limited edition means you'll have to keep track of 
every print and number and sign each one, it also means the value of each print 
will be greater and you'll have a vastly reduced inventory to store. If you're a 
printmaker, you already have very limited editions available; selling locally is 
perfect for you. If you're a painter, you have to decide on the best way to repro­
duce your work. 

There are tradeoffs in quality, cost per print, and start-up costs that you'll 
need to research. For beginners, I'd suggest consulting your local print house if 
you're considering a commercial lithographic print (these have become com­
mon when only a few hundred are to be printed and no open edition exists). 
Recently, it has become possible to make high-quality prints on lOO%-rag paper 
with a relatively small start-up cost by means of digital computer separations. 
This kind of print is called an IRIS print, or a Gic1e print. The color separation of 
your image is stored on a disk and can be printed one or several at a time. This 
way there is no large inventory or big investment. The cost per print, however, 
is much higher than if done by commercial lithography. 

Another possible approach, if you decide to try Gic1e prints, is to give slide 
sheets of your images to your favorite retail outlets, along with a small sample 
print and, of course, a price list for the various sizes. And don't forget to double 
your prices so your retailer can make his or her share! 
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LAJOS MARKOS CLASSICAL PORTRAIT PAINTING ... $79.00 
Lajos Markos· A major portraij painter. Casals, Wayne, Kennedy, he devoted his life to 
painting/leaching. Int'l prize winner· Cowboy Hall of Fame, Lib of Congress. Students 
everywhere are saying "This video has changed the way I paint. Everything from looking 
at the subject to the last stroke is covered.' A MUST FOR ALL PAINtERS. 

DAVID A. LEFFEL: 22 yrs. at Art Students League· 2 hrs. each 
Painting the Portrait.. ........ $79.00 Painting the Still Life .......... $69.00 
BRUNO LUCCHESI: Author of 4 sculpture books· 105 min. each 
Sculpting the Portrait.. ........ $74.00 Sculpting The Reclining Figure ........ $69.00 
KEN DAVIES: 50 yrs. in 92 minutes· Sharp Focus Still Life, Tromp L'oeil 
At Home, At Work .......... $69.00 Collector's Edition .......... $44.00 
JAN D'ESOPO: Creating a Bronze Sculpture· Studio Style· 48 min. 
Bronze is Her Passion .......... $39.00 

Signilar Art Videos • 1-800-205-4904 
P.o. Box 278·AM, Sanbomton, NH 03269-0278 (603) 934·3222 

Available in VHS, Beta or VHSlPAL. 
______ ~~e!l1~ ~~~!.~ ~~~ £,e!,~!, ; . .v~~t:A~ ~~ ~~~ £,e!,~! _____ _ 

the ARTtaik FREE 
Lecture Series 

Subjects include: 
Airbrushing, Watercolor, Oils, 

Acrylics, and Pastel Techniques. 

Taking place January Be February 1996 
in the following cities: 

Berkeley, CA; Washington D.C.; 
Long Island, NY; Chicago, IL; 

Philadelphia, PA 

Featuring American Artist Magazine 
Art Masters Award Winners 

For complete information, 
call (423) 487-3692. 

Sponsored in part by a grant from: 
American Artist Magazine. Airbrush Magazine. 
Medea Airbrush Products. Silent-Air, Artograph. 

Daler-Rowney. and ARTtalk. 
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surface for Fireweed Along Blue Moon Road in this 
manner. 

Randolph believes that ultimately the most important 
advice for beginning artists, or for any artist, is to paint 
what they love. 'They should try to figure out what they 
really want to say in a work," she says. "If they don't 
know why they're painting a particular scene, they 
should select another. Paint what is important to you­
what you know best-or ask yourself if there is a partic­
ular place that is beckoning you to paint it; otherwise, 
your work will have no meaning." 

Randolph finds pastel to be a convenient medium. "I 
leave my pastel sticks out in my studio, ready for me to 
use when a block of time suddenly becomes open," she 
says. "I used to work when my children took a nap, but 
sometimes I'd awaken early in the morning before 
other family members did, when the house was quiet. 
I'd pick up my La Carte paper, tape it to my drawing 
board, and jump right into it. Even if I worked only a 
half an hour each day, I'd have a finished pastel the fol­
lowing week. I don't have to paint only when a large 
block of time is available. My youngest child recently 
began school, so I now have more time to paint, and the 
landscape is calling me outdoors once again to work on 
location." 

Randolph sometimes works from photos that she or 
her husband take, using them primarily for reference. 
''When I paint from a photo, I playfully exaggerate the 
color and textures of the scene, working from my mem­
ory," she explains. ''Whatever method I use, my pastels 
become a personal expression of my relationship with 
the natural world.". 

Karen Frankel is an award-winning writer-producer of 
corporate videos and a corporate speech writer. She lives 
in New York City. 

BURTT 
Continued from page 45 

I want it. It's hard to resist going straight to the details, 
but I have found that nothing ruins a work faster than 
getting out a small brush too early! Very few artists 
have the skill to keep all the values, shapes, and colors 
correct while working solely with a small brush. In fact, 
when I do see my painting going awry, I usually go 
back to using a big brush and ruthlessly repaint. 

Because acrylics have traditionally tended to dry 
toward the middle tones-that is, the lights dry darker 
than they look when wet and the darks dry lighter-I've 
developed the habit of slightly exaggerating value rela­
tionships when I paint. I do the same for color: I try to 
emphasize the colors I actually see and not to use color 
arbitrarily. 

My palette consists mostly of cadmium and 
quinacridone colors, although I couldn't paint land­
scapes without Winsor & Newton's true Hooker's 
green. Other essential colors on my palette include 
Winsor & Newton's permanent rose and quinacridone 
red; Liquitex's Thalo blue and Acra violet; Golden's 
turquoise, violet oxide, and white; plus any reputable 
brand of phthalocyanine green, permanent green light, 



For lurther Inlormatlon about the 
Arts lor the Parks competition, catalol and 

National Park Stamp, please contact: 

ARTS FOR THE PARKS 

P.O. BOX 608. DEPT. AA 

JACKSON HOLE. WYOMING 83001 

IN WYOMING CALL (307) 733-ARTS 

OR CALL TOLL FREE (800) 553-2787 

FAX ORDERS: (307) 739-1 199 

Entries due by June 1, 1888 

o PLEASE SEND ME A FREE ENTRY PACKET FOR THE 

ARTS FOR THE PARKS 10TH ANNUAL COMPETITION. 

o PLEASE SEND ME EXHIBITION CATALOGS OF THE 

TOP 100 (PRICE INCLUDES SHIPPING & HANDLING). 

CIRCLE YOUR CHOICE(S): 

1989 ($22) 1990 ($22) 1991 ($22) 1992. ($22) 

1993 ($22) 1994 ($25) 1995 ($25) 

o I AM INTERESTED IN THE NATIONAL PARK STAMP. 

PRICE IS $10.00 PLUS $1.00 SHIPPING & HANDLING. 

TOTALAMOUNTENCLOSED $ ______________ __ 

NAME ______________________________ _ 

ADDRESS ____________________________ _ 

CITY ______________________________ _ 

STATE ____________ ZIP CODE __________ __ 

DAYTIME PHONE ______________________ _ 
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chrome oxide green, ultramarine blue, cobalt blue, 
dioxazine purple, cadmium yellow light and medium, 
cadmium orange, cadmium red light and medium, raw 
sienna, and black. . 

Some artists enjoy using only a few colors to mix 
almost everything. I believe, however, that there are 
colors that can't be created through mixing. For exam­
ple, there is no way to mix quinacridone violet using the 
cadmium colors and cobalt blue; I know this because I 
spent fifteen years painting with only cadmium red 
medium, cadmium yellow medium, cobalt blue, black, 
and white. Using a limited palette is a wonderful exer­
cise and develops your skill at seeing values, but at the 
same time it trains you to see colors poorly. Now I treat 
myself to a full range of luscious reds, magentas, and 
violets. 

My focus has been on technical matters because I 
find many painters shoot themselves in the foot when it 
comes to their setup. They might start with too few col­
ors, arrange their easel so they have to turn around 
every time they refer to the subject, let their paints dry 
up in the sun, or use dirty water when trying to mix the 
clean, clear blue of a midday sky. But the whole point of 
an effortless, well-functioning setup is to enable the 
artist to pay complete attention to the subject and allow 
for full expression. For this reason, I find the cleanli­
ness and instant revisability of acrylics perfect for plein 
air painting .• 

Marcia Burtt completed a double major in psychology and 
art at the University of California, Berkeley, and received 
an M.A. degree in art from the University of Montana in 
Missoula. She was artist in residence at Yosemite 
National Park in 1992 and a winner in the first annual 
Winsor & Newton Competition in 1993. She is a found­
ing member of the OAK group, which creates and sells 
artwork depicting endangered lands to help raise money 
for and public awareness of these precious spaces in Santa 
Barbara, California (see "Painters as Preservationists," 
by Thomas Bolt, American Artist, October 1988). Since 
1986, the group has raised more than $100,000 by means 
of a semiannual art exhibition. Burtt is also a member of 
The Plein Air Painters of America and The California 
Art Club .. 

JOHNSON 
Continued from page 49 

attention directed inward." 
Despite the fact that these paintings portray people 

as mysterious and anonymous, they have often prompt­
ed viewers to commission portraits from Johnson. "I 
can achieve a likeness of someone without any real 
struggle, so the challenge is to put together images and 
information in a way that will make the painting become 
something more significant than a record of one per­
son's appearance," he comments. "In a couple of situa­
tions, I worked from a frozen video image and some 
snapshots of the subject." 

Johnson deliberately avoids subjects that are sweet 
or idealistic. "I did those kinds of pictures when I first 
started painting, but I found they broke down through 


