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Participating in international watercolor exhibitions

has given me great opportunities to meet with

many experienced artists. Their diversified fields and
knowledge, ranging from fine arts to applied arts, are the
most significant contributions they bring to such valuable
meetups. It comes as a surprise that watercolor painting
serves as a very useful foundation upon which a robust
structure of academic art training is built. Therefore, on
my part, | would like to contribute to the group as both
an artist and an educator by sharing my recent findings
in the area of watercolor painting.

Most recently, my experimental focus for watercolor is on the
vibrancy of colors and layering approach in relation to the richness
of optical results. | choose to work on a small scale for the ease of
travelling or working en plein air.

The myth about watercolor lies in its transparency. It is a
conventional notion that transparent washes should be used to bring
forth freshness and immediacy. However, | believe that the over-
emphasis of this technique would, to a certain extent, erode its true
capacity in image making. In this show, | am ambitious in using my new
artworks to showcase the multifaceted world of watercolor painting.

Back in the days when | was learning the classical oil painting
approach in New York Academy of Fine Art, | discovered the similarity
in the painting techniques between watercolor and oil painting. This
similarity is a result of overcoming limitations.

“The myth about watercolor lies
in its transparency. ”

Before the turn of the Industrial revolution, manufacturing
technology was in its infancy and classical oil painting approach was
limited by the availability of pigments.Artists back then were not
able to purchase tubes of paint directly from art stores ( a luxury only
available much later, thanks to the Industrial Revolution ) to go en
plein air painting like we do today. In addition to that, pigments used
before the 1850s were generally earth materials or plant extracts,
which had to be further blended with oil to form the painting paste
used in studios.The colors were either earthy toned (browns) or
low in chroma, and materials with greater color intensity were rare
and costly to work with. In this restrictive period, old master artists

discovered through practical experience, what | regard to be the most
brilliant piece of knowledge in the history of color painting - the optical
behaviour of colors. In applying this knowledge, artists invented painting
techniques that overcame the limitations of their time.The optical result
achieved was one with richer hue variation without actually having to
paint more colors.

Limited by available pigments, the old masters relied on two major
layering approaches to create optical results on painting surfaces.
The first method is transparent glazing, which is commonly used in
watercolor. In oil painting, the glazing method is further classified into
transparent and semi-transparent (Velatura) layers, both of which fully
enriches the spectrum of tonal and hue variations.The second method
involves dry brushing a layer or what is termed “scumbling”. The optical
interaction between semi-covered paint layers forms hue vibrancy.
American master, Andrew Wyeth employed the latter approach in many
of his earthy-toned watercolor works.

To present the vibrancy of this optical approach, | employed all possible
combination of paint layers.The full spectrum of layers from opaque to
transparent layers is evident in this body of experimental watercolor
artworks. | sincerely welcome feedback from one and all.

Thank you very much.

NgWoon Lam

Assistant Professor

School of Art, Design & Media
Nanyang Technological University
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“ Woon Lam has added a

new dimension to watercolor
painting with gouache .

With his experience of painting
in oil he has brought to us the
best of both worlds.”

It’s an honor and pleasure for me to write a review

of the book for this very special exhibit of small
watercolors by NgWoon Lam. | was privileged to know
Woon Lam from his days in the U.S while he was carving
out a distinct career as an artist.

In my opinion, size of a painting has very little to do with the merit
and quality. The small paintings in this exhibition will bring out as much
joy and excitement as any large format painting. Besides, these are
more intimate to the viewers. | feel the exuberance and energy that
emanated from his masterful hand.The en plein paintings are full of
life, vibrancy and anecdotes- unlike the sterile and soulless city and
street scenes that are found in too many shows.

Woon Lam’s work is characterized by energized and recognizable
brushwork. Space in his paintings is created without the vagaries of
traditional perspective with convergent lines. It is increasingly getting
rare to see work where an artist can be identified by wonderful,
unique brushwork.Viewers will be entertained by this important
element of design.The great American painter and teacher Robert
Henri said,* The stroke is just like the artist at the time he makes it.
All the uncertainties, all the bigness of his spirit and all the littlenesses
are in it.” | find the vigor and strength in his brushwork. His travel
paintings are more than “travelogues”, common among many
watercolorists of our times. He has created the essence of a place,
which he generously shares with the viewers.

The debate about transparent and use of opaque medium will go on.

A small section of artists will vehemently oppose the use of gouache,
casein and similar materials.WWoon Lam has added a new dimension to
watercolor painting with gouache .With his experience of painting in

oil he has brought to us the best of both worlds. A few paintings show a
translucency- a difficult effect to obtain with traditional layering method
practiced by early English watercolorists. The “transparency” is indeed

a myth.When a heavy-bodied paint is applied on paper it loses the
transparency since light is not reflected off the paper. However, when
this opaque passage is applied next to a transparent layer of middle
value, the middle value colors are enhanced. This enhancement of colors
and luminosity is evident in many of this series of paintings. | envy you-
the viewers of this show since | will miss the opportunity of being with
you.With best wishes.

Ratindra Das AWS (DF), NWS

Artist and Educator
Wheaton, lllinois

Reviews | 9
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To relieve beginners the burden of

maintaining the perfect transparent

painting technique, | would like to

share two tips :

Before the advancement of manufacturing technology, there were two major types of white paint

pigments, namely Zinc white and Lead white, with the latter being slightly more opaque. However, none

can be compared to the Titanium white manufactured today. Titanium white pigment is made up of evenly
distributed particles. This means close to 100% opacity coverage, which can be used to recover the white
of the watercolor paper. It can also be conveniently used with other paints to form opaque or semi-opaque
paint mixture for correction of an overly toned (too dark) region.

. Not all watercolor pigments give transparent layers.There are those that give washes that are semi-opaque

or opaque.The ones that give opaque layers can be applied the same way as Titanium white. Cadmium
pigments, red orange and yellow are some of my favorites. | apply them as | would in traditional oil painting
technique, purely as an opaque layer to cover any underlayers. In addition to their high opacity, they have
extremely high color intensity, which allows me to regain color vibrancy while recovering the lighter tones.

Exploring Options

13



Top Left : Chinatown, En Plein Air Il
3% 19 cm

Watercolor on Paper

Bottom left :

Chinatown, En Plein Air Il

[3x 19 cm

Watercolor and Gouache on Paper

Top Right : Design |
28 x 19 cm
Watercolor on Paper

Bottom Right :

Campbell St. Impressions,
Little India

28 x 38 cm

Watercolor on Paper

Exploring Options
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Untitled
28 x 38 cm
Watercolor and Gouache on Paper

Exploring Options
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Untitled
38x28 cm
Watercolor and Gouache on Paper
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“ Once the line between watercolor and oil
painting blurs, | start to see the true power

of watermedia.”

38 | 5RIAXIE

Left : Untitled

28 x 19 cm

Watercolor and Gouache
on Paper

Top Right : Untitled

28 x 38 cm

Watercolor and Gouache
on Paper

Bottom Right : Untitled
22 x 30 cm

Watercolor and Gouache
on Paper



Untitled

38 x 28 cm
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Untitled
25 x 38 cm
Watercolor, Ink and Gouache on Paper

A Dialogue with the Old Masters | 45
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Ling Nan Coffeeshop, Paloh
19 x 28 cm
Watercolor on Paper
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