alla prima everything i know about painting
richard schmid

alla prima everything i know about painting richard schmid encapsulates the essence of a
masterful technique that revolutionized the approach to oil painting. Richard Schmid’s book and
teachings on alla prima painting have influenced countless artists by emphasizing the importance of
direct, wet-on-wet application and capturing the immediacy of the subject. This article explores the
foundational principles of alla prima painting as detailed by Richard Schmid, including his approach
to color, brushwork, and composition. It also delves into his philosophies on observation, light, and
shadow, which are critical to mastering this demanding yet rewarding technique. Whether a
seasoned painter or an aspiring artist, understanding Schmid’s methods provides invaluable insights
into producing vibrant, lively paintings with confidence and precision. The following sections will
guide readers through the key elements and practical advice found in “Alla Prima: Everything I
Know About Painting,” highlighting why it remains a seminal work in contemporary art education.

e Understanding Alla Prima Painting

e Richard Schmid’s Painting Philosophy

e Techniques and Tools for Alla Prima

e Color Theory and Mixing in Alla Prima

e Mastering Observation and Composition

e Common Challenges and Solutions

Understanding Alla Prima Painting

Alla prima painting, also known as wet-on-wet, is an oil painting technique where layers of wet paint
are applied directly onto each other without waiting for previous layers to dry. Richard Schmid’s
interpretation of alla prima emphasizes spontaneity, immediacy, and a direct connection between
the artist and the subject. This method contrasts with traditional layered approaches that require
drying time between layers, allowing the artist to complete a painting in one session or a few
sessions.

Definition and Origins

Alla prima, an Italian term meaning “at first attempt,” has been used by painters since the
Renaissance. Richard Schmid modernized this technique by providing a comprehensive framework
that balances speed with precision, encouraging artists to capture the essence of their subject with
fresh, lively brushwork. His approach advocates for efficient decision-making and boldness in mark-
making.



Benefits of Alla Prima

The alla prima technique offers several advantages that align with Schmid’s teaching philosophy:

e Encourages energetic and expressive brushwork.

Allows for quicker completion of artworks.

Preserves the vibrancy and texture of wet paint layers.

Enhances observational skills due to the immediacy of work.

e Facilitates capturing changing light and atmospheric conditions.

Richard Schmid’s Painting Philosophy

Richard Schmid’s philosophy centers around the belief that painting is both a craft and an art,
requiring technical mastery as well as a deep understanding of visual perception. His book “Alla
Prima: Everything I Know About Painting” distills decades of experience into practical advice that
demystifies complex painting concepts.

Emphasis on Seeing

One of Schmid’s core tenets is that the ability to see accurately is paramount. He advocates training
the eye to observe colors, edges, and shapes with precision, rather than relying on preconceived
notions or assumptions about the subject. This seeing is the foundation on which successful alla
prima paintings are built.

Balance Between Control and Spontaneity

Schmid teaches that while control over technique is necessary, artists must also embrace
spontaneity and allow the painting to evolve naturally. This balance helps maintain freshness in the
work and prevents it from becoming overly labored or stiff.

Techniques and Tools for Alla Prima

Richard Schmid provides detailed guidance on the technical aspects of alla prima painting, including
the selection of materials and the execution of brushstrokes. His approach combines traditional
methods with practical modifications suited for contemporary artists.



Brush Selection and Handling

Schmid recommends using a variety of brushes, typically flats and filberts, to achieve different
effects. He emphasizes the importance of brush cleanliness and the ability to make confident,
deliberate strokes. The brush is seen as an extension of the artist’s vision and hand.

Palette Setup and Paint Consistency

A well-organized palette is crucial for efficient alla prima painting. Schmid suggests limiting the
palette to a few versatile colors that can be mixed to create a broad spectrum. Paint consistency
should be creamy but not too thick, allowing for smooth blending and layering while wet.

Brushwork Techniques

Schmid’s brushwork techniques include:

¢ Blocking in large shapes quickly to establish composition.
e Using varied pressure to create thick and thin lines.
e Feathering edges to suggest softness or transitions.

e Applying paint with confidence to maintain freshness.

Color Theory and Mixing in Alla Prima

Color management is a fundamental aspect of Richard Schmid’s alla prima teaching. He provides a
sophisticated yet accessible system for mixing colors that enhances harmony and realism in
paintings.

Limited Palette Approach

Schmid advocates for a limited palette to simplify color mixing and maintain chromatic unity.
Typically, his palette includes:

e Titanium White
e Cadmium Red

e Cadmium Yellow
e Cobalt Blue

e Burnt Umber or similar earth tones



This selection allows artists to mix a wide range of hues while avoiding muddiness and confusion.

Mixing for Values and Temperature

Understanding value (lightness and darkness) and temperature (warmth and coolness) is essential
for creating depth and realism. Schmid teaches how to adjust color mixtures to achieve the correct
value and subtle temperature shifts, which breathe life into the painting.

Mastering Observation and Composition

Observation skills and composition strategies are central to Richard Schmid’s alla prima approach.
His methods train artists to see relationships clearly and organize elements effectively within the
painting.

Measuring and Proportion

Schmid encourages the use of comparative measurement techniques to ensure accurate proportions.
This involves visually comparing parts of the subject to other parts or to a measuring tool, which
helps maintain structural integrity in the work.

Compositional Strategies

Composition in alla prima painting is about arranging shapes, values, and colors to create balance
and interest. Schmid discusses principles such as:

e Focal points to draw the viewer’s eye
e Value contrasts to enhance readability
e Color temperature contrasts to suggest depth

e Rhythm and repetition for visual harmony

Common Challenges and Solutions

Alla prima painting presents specific challenges, particularly for artists accustomed to slower,
layered techniques. Richard Schmid addresses these issues with practical solutions to help painters
overcome obstacles and refine their skills.



Drying Time and Paint Management

Since alla prima relies on wet paint manipulation, managing drying times is critical. Schmid
suggests working with appropriate mediums and environmental controls to maintain workable paint
consistency throughout the session.

Maintaining Freshness Without Overworking

One frequent challenge is overworking areas of the painting, leading to loss of vibrancy. Schmid
advises making decisive strokes and resisting the temptation to rework excessively, preserving the
spontaneous quality that characterizes successful alla prima paintings.

Handling Mistakes and Corrections

When errors occur, Schmid recommends tactical approaches such as:

e Using a clean brush or palette knife to lift paint carefully.
e Incorporating corrections into the composition as new elements.

e Maintaining confidence and viewing mistakes as opportunities for creative adjustments.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Richard Schmid's book 'Alla Prima:
Everything I Know About Painting'?

The book focuses on the alla prima technique, a direct and wet-on-wet painting method, providing
insights into Richard Schmid's approach to capturing light, color, and form in oil painting.

How does Richard Schmid explain color mixing in 'Alla Prima'?

Schmid emphasizes the importance of limited palettes and understanding color relationships,
teaching painters to mix colors efficiently to achieve vibrant, harmonious results.

What painting techniques are highlighted in 'Alla Prima'?

The book covers techniques like direct painting, brushwork handling, layering, glazing, and
strategies for capturing light and shadow effectively in a single session.

Is ‘Alla Prima' suitable for beginner painters?

While the book contains advanced insights, it is accessible to beginners who are serious about



learning oil painting, as it explains fundamental concepts clearly and includes practical
demonstrations.

Does Richard Schmid discuss composition in ‘Alla Prima'?

Yes, Schmid addresses composition principles, emphasizing the importance of design, value
structure, and focal points to create balanced and compelling paintings.

What makes Richard Schmid's teaching style unique in 'Alla
Prima'?

Schmid combines technical mastery with a candid, conversational tone, sharing personal anecdotes
and practical tips that make complex concepts easier to grasp.

Are there visual examples in ‘Alla Prima’' to aid learning?

Yes, the book includes numerous illustrations, step-by-step photos, and finished works that
demonstrate the alla prima technique and Schmid's painting process.

How has ‘Alla Prima’' influenced contemporary oil painters?

‘Alla Prima' is considered a seminal work that has inspired many artists to adopt direct painting
methods, helping them achieve spontaneity and freshness in their oil paintings.

Additional Resources

1. Alla Prima II: Everything I Know About Painting by Richard Schmid

This follow-up to Richard Schmid's original classic delves deeper into the alla prima technique with
advanced tips and demonstrations. Schmid shares his refined approach to capturing light, form, and
color in a direct painting method. The book includes detailed step-by-step examples and insights
from his long career as a master painter.

2. The Oil Painting Book: Materials and Techniques for Today’s Artist by Bill Creevy

Bill Creevy provides a comprehensive guide to oil painting materials and the alla prima technique.
This book is perfect for artists seeking to understand the technical aspects of oil paints while
exploring direct painting methods. It includes practical advice on color mixing, brushwork, and
layering for vibrant results.

3. Plein Air Painting: Capture the Beauty of the Outdoors by Margaret Kessler

Focusing on painting outdoors, this book is ideal for artists practicing alla prima in natural settings.
Margaret Kessler discusses light, atmosphere, and quick decision-making essential for alla prima
plein air painting. The book features plein air demonstrations and tips on preparing materials for
painting on location.

4. Alla Prima Portraits: Capturing Likeness in One Session by Daniel Greene

Daniel Greene, a renowned portrait artist, shares his techniques for creating expressive portraits
alla prima. This book emphasizes capturing the essence of a subject quickly and confidently with
direct brushstrokes. Readers learn about value structure, color harmony, and brush handling in



portrait painting.

5. Expressive Oil Painting: Lighting and Color by Suzanne Brooker

Suzanne Brooker explores how to use alla prima methods to create expressive, luminous oil
paintings. The book focuses on understanding light and color relationships while painting directly
from observation or imagination. It includes exercises and demonstrations that help artists develop a
bold, spontaneous painting style.

6. The Art of Oil Painting: Discover All the Techniques You Need to Know by Walter Foster Creative
Team

This instructional book covers a broad range of oil painting techniques, including alla prima. It
provides clear explanations on materials, brushwork, and blending methods for artists at various
skill levels. The book includes step-by-step projects that encourage a direct painting approach.

7. Alla Prima Landscape Painting by David Leffel

David Leffel guides artists through the process of creating vibrant landscapes using alla prima
techniques. His approach focuses on capturing the essence of a scene with confident, immediate
brushwork. The book contains demonstrations, color mixing charts, and advice on composition and
light.

8. Direct Painting: The Four Traditions by Anthony Ryder

Anthony Ryder explores four major traditions of direct painting, with a strong emphasis on alla
prima techniques. The book provides historical context and practical demonstrations to help artists
develop a fresh and efficient painting style. Ryder’s insights help painters understand how to
balance spontaneity with structure.

9. Alla Prima Painting Workshop: A Complete Guide by Dan McCaw

Dan McCaw offers a thorough workshop-style guide to alla prima painting, focusing on gesture,
form, and color harmony. The book is filled with demonstrations and exercises to improve speed and
confidence in direct painting. It is particularly useful for artists wanting to develop a lively and
expressive painting technique.
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