
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Paint Darks First 

Hints and Tips  

to improve your drawing and painting.. 

Painting from dark to light is a method most often used in oil or acrylic paintings, but is not usually thought of as 
being appropriate for watercolour. This is because, watercolour being a transparent medium, it is not possible to add 
light colours on top of dark ones. It’s much easier to go the other way around and add darks on top of lights.  
However, there are some advantages to adding the darks first in a watercolour and I’d encourage you to have a go. 
(These advantages also apply if you paint in oils or acrylics.) 

Advantage 1: Painting Darks First sets the tonal range. 

How often have you painted a picture that turns out to be a bit pale and wishy-washy? The tones are all within a 
small range and there are just not enough darks. This is a common problem for people painting in watercolours, but 
every painting deserves strong dark passages to bring it to life.  
 
By painting the darks first you will have a gauge for all the other tones. Every painting you do will have a good tonal 
range in it between the dark marks you have made and the white of the paper. Each painting will be stronger 
because of it.  

Advantage 2: Painting Darks First links shapes together. 

As you start a painting, almost close your eyes and squint at your subject. This will cut out all the extraneous detail 
and the colour and will allow you to see the tonal masses that are there (the darks, mid tones and lights). See below. 
 

Then start by painting the shape that is the darkest. It will probably be composed of a number of dark objects joined 
together to form one abstract shape.  
Mix dark colours that are of equal tone and paint this shape, allowing the colours to blend into each other. The 
resulting dark mass will give a strong structure to your painting, and will hold the picture together. 

Turn this 
 
into this 
 

by using strong darks and 
setting your tonal range from the 

beginning. 



 

Advantage 4: Painting Darks First lets you keep the white. 

By painting the darks first, you don’t need to plan ahead where 
to leave the whites. Just paint the darks first followed by the mid 
tones and at that stage leave out any white areas. It makes life 
so much easier!  
 
In the finished sketch it was easy to leave out the white 
buildings, the light on the steps, the light in the doorway (top 
right) and so on. Because the darks were already laid down and 
I was then just adding the mid-tones I was able to choose 
whether or not to leave a particular area white or not.  

To find out more about drawing and painting visit www.learntodo.co.uk      
Online art courses by Andy Walker 

Advantage 3: Painting Darks First keeps the colours clean. 

In the past you may well have found that, by painting in the usual 
way from light to dark, you have ended up with your darks not being 
dark enough. What you do then is to try and make them darker by 
adding more paint on top.  This often results in a dull, thick, muddy 
colour which spoils the painting.  
 
However, by mixing strong darks on your palette first and then laying 
them down in one wash, without fiddling, the colours will dry dark but 
clean.  
 
I started this painting by mixing pools of dark purple, dark red-brown, 
and dark green, and then put these down onto the paper wet-in-wet 
so that they mingled along their edges and blended together in 
places. I left tiny areas of white paper where I didn’t want washes to 
flow into each other. All I was trying to do was to make one large 
abstract area of dark tone that would pull the painting together and 
give it structure.  

My suggestion for producing strong darks is to keep your paint pans 
soft and moist by adding a drop of clean water to each one once a 
day. When you touch them with a brush you should be able to easily 
pick up a good amount of paint, as if it had just been squeezed from 
a tube. This will give you rich, strong dark colours without the need 
to scrub away with your brush on a hard dried up pan of paint.  

Here’s another 
example of a 

painting done 
using this method 

of darks first. 


