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Brilliance in
water-based media
o stay in touch with his subject
matter, the mountains and trees
around his home in Creede,
Colorado, Stephen Quiller paints and
sketches outdoors all year round. In the
summer he hikes and paints almost
daily, in the winter he cross-country skis
and sketches. And in between he works
in the studio on larger paintings based
on his plein air work.
"What I want to get in my work is not
just a faithful reproduction, but the
energy, the smells, the taste, the light,
all the things that I experience and feel
deeply about," he says. "I want to go
below the surface so that the viewer
will experience the scene and the
detailed emotions I put into it. I want
the viewer to feel the heat of the day."
Stephen begins heading out to paint
as the snow melts and the aspen comes
into leaf, painting through the summer
and into the early autumn. When the
snow begins he has time to work in the
studio.
"The summer is busy," says Stephen.
"But it quietens down in winter. I look
forward to that shift. In the studio in
winter I might start with a large painting
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Stephen Quiller tells
Sandra Carpenter that he
paints in the studio and
on location to capture
the dramatic nature of
his local scenery in
watercolour and gouache

La Garitas From Batchelor, acrylic and
gouache on watercolour board, 2634in.
(6686.3cm).
"This is a studio painting based on some
working sketches of the La Garita mountain
range and aspen and spruce patterns. Acrylic
is used transparently as the underpainting in
the warm orange and red-violet tones. The
gouache is used in the over painting and was
applied translucent and opaque, while also
leaving some areas of the acrylic exposed."

in a water-based medium and work on
that, then do some monotypes and
etchings, then acrylic collage, then a
large watercolour. They are all
connected, but different decisions
need to be made about each and it
keeps me on my toes.
"I can't get the same thing on canvas
with oil as with water-based media. As
the paint moves on the paper things
happen that are visually exciting,
making each piece unique. When the
paint is flowing you have to make
decisions quickly since you don't have
time to analyse."
Every two years or so, Stephen travels
to Europe to paint and to teach

workshops. He finds that this cycle
challenges him to change his approach
to painting. "I find myself in a Scottish
fishing village, or at a monument in a
park in the south of France, and I work
with colour and form in a different way.
The process helps me to grow as a
painter. When I'm back in my own
countryside, I see it with fresh eyes.
Seeing different places also helps to
break the routine."

Photographs versus life
In general Stephen does not use
reference photographs. "Of course,
there's less interference if you use them
as there are no visitors, bugs or rain to
www.painters-online.co.uk

23/11/07

Sheep Drive, San Juans, acrylic, gouache and
drawing media on 300lb Rough watercolour
paper, 2634in. (6686.3cm).
"We have a sheep drive that goes past my
place every July. I spend a couple of days
following the flock, sketching and doing some
colour studies. This painting resulted from one
of those experiences. I completed a large
black and white litho drawing and then worked
in the studio while referring to it. The painting
began with an ultramarine blue acrylic
undertone. I then worked with some charcoal
and primarily gouache to complete the
painting."

contend with," he laughs. "But I've
found over the years that I can let all of
those distractions become part of the
painting experience, and they can add
to the painting. To me the photograph
is limiting, in that you are bound to it."
Stephen will use reference photos
when his subject is more fleeting, as
when elk come by in the winter. "They
are not going to stand still for me to
sketch them," says Stephen. "So I take
one or two photographs and put them
on my computer and draw them."
While Stephen now cannot get enough
of working out of doors, he did not start
painting outside until the mid-1980s,
although he had been working as a
professional painter since the early
1970s. But while teaching a workshop
for a college in Taos, travelling to two
painting sites a day and helping
www.painters-online.co.uk
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students with their paintings, he found
that he wanted to be doing his own
work. So he devoted that summer to
painting outside and has been
addicted to painting outside ever since.
"There is a point where time just
stops when I am working outside," says
Stephen. "I am in a flow and simply
participating in the process. It is almost
as though you are an observer. I find
that painting on location helps my
studio work — taking in the light and
making decisions about composition. I
also carry studio decisions with me
outside."
Stephen aims to paint not what is
there, but what he feels about what is
there. "Someone once told me that
when he drives around Creede that he
does not see the scenes that I am
painting. But then he said that when he
closes his eyes, he can feel what I am
painting. I consider that to be a real
compliment."

▼
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Waterfall by East Willow Creek, watercolour,
4018in. (101.645.7cm).
"I did this painting on-site. A small waterfall
cascaded down a hillside with beautiful light
and shadow patterns. I used a Rough
watercolour paper to give me the sparkling
whites and texture of the moving water, and
completed the painting entirely with
watercolour."
January 2008
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La Garitas and Aspen Patterns, Late Summer,
watercolour and gouache, 1926in.
(48.266cm).
"This work was done on location on a
mountainside looking at the La Garita
mountain range through beautiful aspen and
spruce patterns. I began with transparent
watercolour to develop the main patterns, and
then used the opaque gouache. Gouache was
used in the distant mountain range as well as
in the deep ultramarine middle layer and the
opaque yellow and green marks of the foliage."

"I had such fun
playing with the
juicy wet-in-wets"
Painting process
When painting in the studio, Stephen's
inspiration might come from sketches
made while on a cross-country ski trip.
With that inspiration in mind, Stephen
does working sketches (usually in black
and white) to develop the composition
and best format. Next he selects the
medium or combination of media and
then the colour palette.
Stephen likes to work with an
underpainting to create a light that will
radiate through the painting. "I may be
working with the transparency and
luminosity of acrylic, using a warm
yellow or orange that is very strong.
Then I paint over it with translucent
and opaque colour, and allow some of
the under colour to remain exposed.

The under colour will tie the painting
together."
A strong composition is essential: "I
tell my students that you can have the
greatest painting in the world, but if
there is no thought as to design, then
it's going to be a 'ho-hummer'."
Training your eye to see the
composition in abstract terms takes
time, but doing so teaches you to
observe it more clearly.
"We think in terms of objects, but no
matter how realistically you paint, it's
the abstractions that make the painting
exciting," continues Stephen. "Within
that, in one painting strong colour may
be the dominant element, but the next
may have emphasis on tonal value.
Each painting will require different

elements, depending on what the
subject is. I have found that a way to
help you to see abstract terms is to
study the masters and go to art
museums and galleries. In the process
you will see how Degas, Vermeer or
Winslow Homer handled their paint
and composition and colour. This helps
you to train your eye and your
decisions can be more sophisticated."

Painting equipment
For painting on location, if he is hiking
Stephen takes an easel large enough to
hold a 2230in. sheet of paper, a
watercolour palette and gouache, which
he uses in combination with
watercolour. In addition, he takes
brushes, paper towels and a snack
lunch, all in a backpack. If he is not
hiking, he may also take acrylic — and
an umbrella.
Stephen uses a 12-colour palette that
he has developed, arranged for an
accurate mixing of primary, secondary
and intermediate colours.
"It's a universal palette that I can use
anywhere in the world to capture colour
and the light. I can use the system with
watercolour, gouache, acrylic —
whatever. I don't have to think about

An Autumn Snow, acrylic on 300lb Rough
watercolour paper, 2838in. (7196.5cm).
"We had a heavy snow in the middle of our
autumn colour. When the sun came out, the
most beautiful sun and shadow patterns on
the snow contrasted with the brilliant yellow
and orange of the aspen. I spent two days
painting small studies in my driveway, then
used one of the studies as reference for this
painting."

22

January 2008

www.painters-online.co.uk

TA01p20_23_Artists of the World

23/11/07

5:38 pm

Page 23

View off Slumguillion Pass, watercolour on
300lb Rough watercolour paper, 2921in.
(73.653.3cm).
"We had a marvellous heavy snow in late
September that combined with the rich autumn
aspen colour to provide a rare opportunity. By
the time I did this work much of the snow had
melted but it still remained on the
mountaintops. The painting is about contrasts
of the rich blue sky and the white snow peaks;
the deep cool shadow patterns of the forest
against the bright warm aspen shapes; the still
and warm seemingly timeless day, and
knowing that winter is around the corner.
"This painting is a good example of my lifting
approach. Although I painted around the
central bright aspen shapes, I lifted the larger
foliage shapes to the right after washing a
neutral tone and lifted the curvilinear diagonal
flow below the mountain before glazing the
warm Naples and magenta mix."

what colours need to go where and I
can mix any colour in nature that I
need.
"I ask myself what mood and
atmospheric conditions I'm after and in
my mind I see the path of that painting.
I concentrate on the colour that will
best express what I am after. I do not
try to do the same with every painting,
but I know the colour palette well
enough to be able to take the painting
where it needs to go.
"I want to get closer to the living
energy and vibrations of nature, and my
aim is to push colour further and
explore more deeply the interaction of
the various water-based media and also
work on a large format."
■

Stephen Quiller
Stephen is a member of the American
Watercolor Society, the National
Watercolor Society and the National
Society for Painters in Casein and Acrylic.
He has written five books published by
Watson-Guptill and his next will be
Watermedia Painting with Stephen Quiller,
a guide to the visual qualities and
handling characteristics of water-based
media and composition, which will be
published in August. He has also made
12 instructional videos. His work can be
seen on www.quillergallery.com

Late Light, Telemark Hill, gouache on
watercolour board, 1419in. (35.548.2cm).
"I savour the end of the day during the winter
when I can do some cross-country skiing in the
shadow of the mountain. At the base I turned
and saw this view. I pulled out my sketchbook
and scribbled a few lines and notes and did
this work the next day. I had such fun playing
with the juicy wet-in-wets and the build-up of
opaque colour-rich orange against blue."
www.painters-online.co.uk
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