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Introduction 
Welcome to Painting 1.2: What Paint Does.  

Artists today use a huge range of materials and techniques. Some refer to the 

traditions of oil painting and watercolour while others like Turner Prize nominee 

George Shaw, explore the use of Humbrol enamels and other non-traditional 

materials. 

This unit helps you understand the role of painting media in production of 

artwork. It will provide a structured but experimental approach to a range of 

painting and drawing media giving you the confidence to develop and express 

ideas creatively and to expand your understanding of the use of a variety of 

painting media in contemporary art practice. This unit is ideal for students who 

wish to discover and experiment with new media and also to specialise and 

understand a painting medium in more depth.  

The What Paint Does unit will lead you through a number of projects, which will 

allow you to:  

● Experiment freely with a range of drawing and painting media. 

● Gain an understanding of the range of painting media and make informed 

decisions about how to choose media that are appropriate to your ideas.  

● Broaden your knowledge and understanding of the working methods and 

media used by a range of contemporary and historical artists. 

● Select and explore, in depth, a medium appropriate to your own ideas and 

practice. 
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Course Breakdown 

The course unit is divided into ten projects, each with a series of topics, research 

tasks, exercises, and assignments.  

In Project 1 you will work quickly and with fluid media to establish the power of 

paint as a medium and open up your brushwork. 

Project 2 will extend the exploration of brushwork and go on to look at editing 

and scale. 

Project 3 will encourage alternative perspectives in surface and brushwork 

through the use of unusual media. 

Project 4 will extend your understanding of the value of unusual media and 

mixed media in painting. 

Project 5 will introduce printmaking and monotypes. 

Project 6 will explore the potential of monoprinting for painting. 

Project 7 will use your domestic interior as a subject to explore mood and 

expression and look at techniques such as glazing. 

Project 8 will extend your understanding of painting techniques and see you 

writing a plan for your essay. 

Projects 9 & 10 provide space for a personal project. You will also draft and then 

complete your essay and prepare for assessment. 

Course Aims 

The course unit was written by experienced academics and creative practitioners 

in collaboration with OCA and aims to: 

A1 Introduce you to painting media and its applications. 

A2 Experiment and develop your confidence with a range of painting. 

A1 Explore and research a chosen painting medium in depth. 

A3 Develop your knowledge of the historical and contemporary contexts 

across a range of painting media and articulate its relevance to your own 

work. 
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Learning Outcomes 

The learning outcomes for the course unit are: 

LO1 Explore a range of painting media techniques (A1) 

LO2 Use a range of techniques to develop your own practice (A2) 

LO3 Demonstrate research into visual ideas using a range of sources (A3) 

LO4 Understand the historical and contemporary contexts that inform your 

practice (A4). 

Course Resources 

Here’s a general list of what you may need for this specific course unit: 

● Painting mediums of different kinds. 

● A selection of brushes and mark-making tools. 

● A variety of papers. 

Think about any other materials, tools, or other resources you might need, as 

well as items from the above specialist subject-related equipment that would be 

useful.  

Your unit Reading List is available in the “Resources” section. 

Feedback and Assessment 

You will be supported through the course unit by receiving formative feedback 

from a tutor, to help you develop your work. At the end of your course unit, if 

you are working towards a qualification, you will be able to submit for 

summative (formal) assessment. 

For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the work you’ve done on 

this course unit, as outlined in your assessment guidelines.  

You can access both Assessment Guidelines and Assessment Criteria via the 

Assessment Guidance section available on OCA Learn. 

If you’ve any questions regarding assessment, please speak with your tutor. 

As an existing student you will already be familiar with OCA study and what it 

means to be an OCA student, but it doesn’t hurt to refamiliarise yourself with the 

essential base resources available to you. Getting Started: An Introduction to 

https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=201
https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68
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OCA Study provides guidance and signposting of essential and useful resources, 

contacts and details on joining in with the OCA Community, so you may want to 

use this as a refresher, or to help guide you around OCA Learn.  

Another important area for you as a student will be your degree department 

space (available under ‘My Courses’). Here you will find links to your course 

materials and additional resources which are designed to support your learning. 

You can connect with your fellow students, and can also use this area to access 

online group sessions, ask questions to the tutor team and send messages to 

your tutors and peers. 

The My Courses area on OCA Learn features all of the courses and guidance you 

have access to, including completed units. You can pin your current unit and any 

other favourites to the top of the page by clicking the star icon on the 

thumbnail. 

 

Starting your course unit 

You should now be ready to start your course unit. Don’t worry if you are still 

getting to grips with using your blog, adjusting to this form of learning, or don’t 

have all the resources you need. There’s plenty of time to develop these as you 

progress. Remember that if you get stuck along the way there’s support available 

from OCA and encouragement from your fellow students. 

It is highly recommended that you spend a little time familiarising yourself with 

the unit before you begin, including what is available in the Resources section. 

We understand that everyone learns in different ways, so a Microsoft Word 

version of the course content is available below to download. This can either be 

https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68
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opened in Microsoft Word (there is guidance on how to download it in “Getting 

Started”) or opened as a G-doc simply by double clicking on it once it’s been 

uploaded to your Google Drive. From there it is also possible to print out a copy 

of the content. Please be aware though that there are limitations to using this 

print version of the course, and you will be directed back to many OCA Learn 

resources and supporting areas throughout.  

Although every effort has been made to thoroughly quality check all of our 

course content, sometimes things get overlooked. If you notice any errors in 

your course material please let us know using this Minor Issue Report.  

(Please note that this form is for content errors such as spelling, grammar and 

broken links. If you are having trouble understanding the material or require 

teaching guidance please email your tutor, programme tutor or programme 

leader). 

Enjoy the rest of your studies! 

Course Authors: Clare Wilson and Emma Drye. 

  

https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68
https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeyOdSNpZ7sGqdQGmyshcyH2xRgqmRhZKFF_cWR-u1TItYPFA/viewform?usp=sf_link
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Project 1: Using Found Images 
In Project 1 you’ll work quickly and experiment with a variety of painting media 

using found images. The exercises are designed to give you confidence with 

materials and processes. Your selection and interpretation of images that appeal 

to you will give you a greater understanding of where your visual inspiration lies 

and what you want to communicate.  

Artists have been using found images such as photographs since photography’s 

invention, and in particular in our post-internet era. Working from life can be 

engaging and informative, as well as exciting, because you are responding to the 

present moment. But referring to photography is just as valid and offers a 

different, and in some ways more reflective, experience - gathering images that 

resonate, making unexpected connections between them and considering how 

they might be developed into paintings. Many artists collect images that inspire 

them and have them on their studio wall to help generate ideas. 

Image redacted due to copyright 
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Preparation for working with found images 

Choose a mixture of black-and-white and colour images. Although you’re 

going to be making paintings in black and white in the second exercise of this 

project, you’ll find it useful to interpret your coloured images into black and 

white tones to give you an appreciation of their tonal values.  

Gather as many images as you can. The only criteria for selection are that you 

like the image and that you’d like to paint it.  

These images could be: film stills, images of your pets, images from magazines 

and newspapers, the internet, photographs, books, postcards, timetables, 

receipts and other everyday ephemera. They do not need to be a set that makes 

sense in some way (for example on a specific theme). You might like to reflect 

on what assumptions you might be making about what is available to choose. 

As you work through this project, you’ll discover that found material can take on 

a new ‘personality’ when collected, grouped and documented with paint. Think 

about the images that most appealed to you and maybe consider returning to 

these in future projects. Keep them in your learning log and reflect on their 

appeal.  

As you complete each exercise, record it in your log. Note the materials you 

used, which you liked or disliked using and why. Which combination of media 

would you like to return to? What would you do differently if you did this project 

again and how would you like to develop it further?  
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Exercise 1: Painting thin and small 

This exercise is about making quick, experimental paintings using thin paint 

on small surfaces. Referring to your found images, you will be considering what 

compositions would work well on a small scale.  

This exercise has been designed to take about 12 hours. 

Image redacted due to copyright 
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Use watercolour paper, or heavy cartridge paper. Watercolour paper will 

absorb the fluid paint much better, but as these are just quick experiments on a 

small scale, heavy cartridge paper will be fine.  

● Cut the paper into 20 rectangles of roughly A5 size (148x210 cm).  

● Use fluid acrylic/gouache/acrylic ink/watercolour paint – at least one 

of each if you have them all – or just use the paints you have.  

● Cover your surfaces in different ways to create interesting surfaces. Try 

varying the dilution of paint so that some of the surfaces look transparent, 

while others are more opaque. You could also try adding gloss and/or 

matt varnish to some of the paint.  

These will be the backgrounds for your paintings. Leave them to dry. 

When your backgrounds are dry, use a range of materials in any order to make 

a painting of your found image. Try layering materials creatively – for example, 

a matt gouache paint onto a glossy acrylic background, or a transparent ink on 

top of opaque acrylic.  

Make 20 paintings using some of the following: 

● Fluid black paint.  

● A thin veil of white paint. 

● Various dilutions of coloured paint. 

● Opaque grey gouache. 

● Thinned down watercolour. 

● Glossy black ink. 

● Very thin acrylic.  

● Varnish tinted with paint.  

Reflection 

Look at your paintings and consider how effective the different combinations of 

media are. Are there any you would like to develop further in future paintings?  
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Karen Buckingham [OCA Student], Watercolour on gloss varnish. OCA Image Library. 

 
Karen Buckingham [OCA Student], Acrylic on gouache. OCA Image Library. 
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Research Task: Artists that use found Images 

Many contemporary artists use found images. Have a look at the following 

painters: 

● Kudzanai-Violet Hwami 

● Elizabeth Peyton 

● Peter Doig 

● Caroline Walker 

Consider the ways in which these artists have used film and photography in 

the development of their ideas. Try to make comparisons between their ways of 

working and the processes they employ, as well as the work itself.  

This research task is designed to take about 4 hours. 

Image redacted due to copyright 
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Exercise 2: Black and White 

Continuing to refer to your collection of found images, you will be working on 

top of black and white grounds. Consider which images might work well for 

this - perhaps ones with well defined tonal contrasts and strong forms. You don’t 

have to use black and white photographs, you can use coloured ones but the 

paintings you make will be black and white.  

This exercise has been designed to take about 8 hours to complete. 

Make five postcard-size black backgrounds and five postcard-size white 

backgrounds, using acrylic paint on cartridge paper, watercolour paper or 

cardboard.  

When your backgrounds are completely dry, make 10 paintings of two or more 

of your found images. For example, you might like to use the same image 

working on top of the black and white ground. You might then use it again but 

with another type of paint that behaves differently.  

Use as many of the following materials as you own, thinned only with water: 

● black ink 

● black acrylic paint 

● black watercolour 

● white gouache 

● white acrylic paint 

● white ink 

Reflection 

How did working on a black ground affect how you used tonal contrast? Did you 

find yourself exaggerating it slightly? Did you work with more detail on top of 

white? Write any reflections in your learning log. 
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Rhiannon Pettie (OCA student) [black ink on white acrylic] OCA Image Library.  



 

14        Painting 1.2: What Paint Does 

Exercise 3: Monochrome 

A monochrome or monochromatic painting is created using only one colour or 

hue. Different shades of one colour can be used but it should contain only one 

base colour. Artists have used this approach to colour as a way of exploring 

both the potential and the limitations of painting. 

For this exercise you will select a colour to be used at varying degrees of 

dilution, as well as with small amounts of white. You will be working with two of 

your found images.  

This exercise has been designed to take about 4 hours to complete. 

Using watercolour or acrylic paint on cartridge paper, try to paint larger this 

time, perhaps A4 or A3. You are making two pieces of work, so use a different 

colour for each one. You can use the same found image for each, or two 

different images. 

Select colours that are quite deep such as a Viridian green, Pthalo blue, or 

Alizarin Crimson so that a good range of shades can be achieved when diluted. 

You can add small amounts of white but do try to also allow the white of the 

paper to shine through in places where the colour is more transparent.  

Start by applying a thin, transparent layer of colour to each of your pieces 

of paper. When dry, start making your painting by adding more of the same 

colour with varying degrees of intensity, and with white if needed for the lighter 

areas.  

Reflection 

How did working with one colour affect the reading of the image? Did it change 

the intensity? Write any reflections in your learning log. 
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             Mark Beldan, Double Door [Gouache on paper](2021) Image courtesy of the artist. 
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Research Task: Fluid Media 

Have a look at the following painters who explore the possibilities of fluid 

media in their work: 

● Mimei Thompson 

● Michele Fletcher 

● Eleanor Moreton 

● Bernard Frize  

How is the fluidity and transparency of paint being used to convey different ideas 

about their subject matter? Make comparisons between the artists. You might 

also want to make some visual responses to the work by making some quick 

studies in ink or watercolour. Reflect on any discoveries you have made with 

your own work in relation to theirs.  

This research task is designed to take about 4 hours. 

 
 Mimei Thompson [oil on canvas] (2013) Image courtesy of the artist. 
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Exercise 4: Quick and focused 

This exercise is about looking at your subject matter, but not about making an 

accurate representation. You are working quickly with fluid media without 

looking at the paper, allowing the brush marks to have movement and energy. 

This exercise has been designed to take about 1 hour to complete. 

Use A3 watercolour or cartridge paper for this exercise.  

Select four of your found images. Get a plate or palette and have any 

combination of water-based paint and a large vessel of water at the ready. Use 

a soft, long haired brush, such as a Rigger or a Japanese calligraphy brush.  

Now, looking at the images and NOT the paper, paint what you see. Time 

yourself for one minute for each image you use. Overlap the images as you 

go and work quickly, so each piece of paper will have four different images 

layered on top of each other. Do this three times on three different pieces of 

paper. 

Try to resist looking at the 

page, but be aware of the amount 

of pressure you are applying and 

how some marks might be 

heavier and darker than others, 

while others might be quite pale.  

Sharon Mulberry-Rookes (OCA 

Student) [Acrylic ink on watercolour 

paper] OCA Image Library. 
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Exercise 5:  Look at what you see – not what you imagine  

This is about disrupting our usual ways of interpreting the world, by working 

from an upside down image. This is a great way of keeping the eyes fresh and 

inquisitive, without taking anything for granted about what we are looking at.  

This exercise is designed to take 1 hour. 

● Use A4 or A3 paper and lay a found image upside down.  

● Using ink, watercolour, gouache or acrylic, make a 10 minute study. 

● Do this again with another image, but this time spend 30 - 40 minutes, 

making a slightly more developed study.   

Reflections 

When you turn your study the other way around - does it closely resemble the 

found image? What were the challenges of working in this way, and what did you 

notice about the process? 
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Claire MacDonald (OCA student) [Watercolour on paper] OCA Image Library. 

Further Reading Suggestion 

Siri Hustvedt, Mysteries of the rectangle: essays on painting (2005) Springer. 

 

 

  

https://go.exlibris.link/7t07Knb8
https://go.exlibris.link/7t07Knb8
https://go.exlibris.link/7t07Knb8
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Assignment 1: Reflection and Support - 
Tutorial 

It’s time to prepare for your first tutorial and to meet with your tutor. 

Select a small number of works from your experiments using found Images. 

Select pieces that effectively explore a range of media, and that suggest 

emerging themes that you might investigate further. Also include your research 

and reflections. 

● Submit this selection to your tutor via this assignment activity, on the 

date arranged with you in your introductory meeting.  

Prepare for your tutorial well so that you can make the most of your time with a 

professional artist and educator. Make sure your reflective notes help your tutor 

understand what you have been doing and have your own questions ready. 

Remember to add further brief notes to your learning log after your 

tutorial. 
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