
“Coast Foliage ”  
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5th & 6th June 2021 
Esk, QLD 

Workshop Notes 

Day 1. 

This workshop is all about foliage - finding the nuance, and using your observations 
and technical skills to create this nuance. 

Mark introduced these three fundamental skills you need to make a painting: 

• Conceptual Skills 
• Physical Ability 
• Perception Skills 

Conceptual Skills: 

This is your spin on the image.  Is the concept (of the image you want to paint) 
compelling to you?  If it is, that’s great!  You’re not painting for anyone else!  Having 
said that we want to make a piece that is evocative in some way.  Your conceptual 
skills can modify an image (perhaps something as simple as cropping) and make it 
somehow “something else”.  And yours. 

Physical Ability: 

This is the ability to move your paint around.  If you practise your physical skills this 
will eventually also enhance your perception and conceptual skill areas. 

Perception Skills: 

As a!ists and humans, we notice when things don’t look right.  (For example the 
sunlight shining through a bushfire, instantly looks strange).  As a!ists we should 
take this fu!her and go beyond this, to see what is wrong, or find the nuance, and 
investigate. 

Our brains don’t tend to see everything - we stop noticing the minutiae in the 
world.  As a!ists it’s useful to look at everything like it’s the first time we’ve noticed 
it.  These nuances are the things you can exaggerate and share with the world. 

Painting is a lot about creating illusion - knowing some tricks to help create these 
illusions is very useful!! 



These three concepts (Physical Ability, Conceptual Skills and Perception Skills) can 
be used as a problem solving tool when you are making paintings.  Use this tool to 
refine your own a!s practise. 

Next time you’re at an a!s show, look at the paintings - holding these three 
concepts in your mind - and really evaluate the paintings.  For example you might 
love a pa!icular concept, but notice that the a!ist lacked the painting technique.  
You can learn a lot about your own painting practise by looking at others’ paintings 
in this way. 

See the Youtube link at the end of these notes for a bit more info on these 
concepts “3 Skills to Make a Painting”. 

Set Up Your Workspace: 

Set yourself up properly to remove “obstacles”.  Your pale"e is for working stuff out 
on!  Not your “real” canvas!  It is your workspace.  Dish up more paint than you think 
you’ll need.  There is nothing worse than trying to match colours halfway through a 
painting because not enough paint was dished up at the beginning.  These 
strategies will free your brain for painting.  Your pale"e should suppo! your 
practise. 

Mark went back in time for a minute - when we were children we questioned 
everything, we saw everything with wonder.  The older we get, the more our focus 
narrows, the more we miss things.  This is a survival mechanism for our brains so that 
we can direct our a"ention in the places we “need” to, but not always the places 
that it’s the most healthy and fun to. 

Today we’re going to look at trees individually and their different structures, as this 
makes it easier to paint, especially the nuance of them. 

All species of trees have a rough shape.  Some “broccoli” shapes, some “carrot” 
shapes, some are conditioned by the wind.  They are the shape they are by vi!ue of 
design and circumstance. 

BRUSHES 101 

Decide what mark you want to make BEFORE you make it.  How are you going to 
make it?  Which paintbrush?  Which pressure?  Which area of the bristles do I need 
to use to achieve that effect? 

There is a mistaken belief that if you buy a different brush it’ll solve all of your 
problems.  Your brush is like a swiss army knife - you need to know all the different 
strokes it will create.  You need to know what mark you want to make and how you 
can make it BEFORE you sta!.  

There are 3 main functions of your paintbrush which affect the mark you make.  
These are: 

• The amount of pressure you apply 
• The amount of paint on your brush 



• The medium you use 

Within each of these areas there are lots of variations (if you think of each area 
having a scale of 1-10, for example), resulting in potentially thousands of different 
marks you can make with just one brush!  

So, before you make a mark, ask yourself questions.  Is this the mark I want to make?  
Is this the brush I need?  What do I need to do to get the mark that I need?  KNOW 
YOUR BRUSHES. 

Another great tip is to make a mark on something else first, before you touch your 
brush to your “real” painting, ie nearby easel or spare canvas etc. 

An aside - when is a painting finished?  When the questions stop!  If the questions 
are there, you can find the answers.  You need the insight to keep looking for the 
information.  Never stop asking questions.  Keep asking the questions and you’ll 
keep finding the magic. 

Back to tree shape - when you’ve got the shape, ask yourself “how do I make my 
brush marks look like that shape?” 
In this workshop we’re firstly going to look at the big picture - the overall shape - 
then the individual branches, and then the detail. 

We’re firstly going to look at the tree silhoue"es as pa! of our warm up.  This will be 
the foundations of a practise to build on, that will be the basis for painting trees. 

Set Up Your Pale!e: 

Set up your pale"e with a lot of paint dished up at the top of the pale"e,  from le$ 
to right Burnt Umber, Dioxazine Purple, Pthalo Blue, French Ultramarine, Blue, 
Forest Green, Cadmium Yellow Light, Cadmium Yellow Medium, Permanent 
Alizarine and White.  

For Day 1 however we’ll be using our Foliage recipe of Dioxazine Purple, Cadmium 
Yellow Medium and Forest Green, so dish these colours up. 



For our “tree silhoue"e warm up” though, we’ll 
use a mix of Dioxazine Purple and Forest 
Green. 

Use your practise canvas for this. 

An aside - Forest Green is incredibly versatile - 
add white to this colour to create cool-ness in 
the shadows.  You can then add Dioxazine 
Purple  to Forest Green to warm it up too. 

TIP:  Put colour in your shadows to give 
them life - 

 
The no!hern hemisphere treed environments 
tend to have richer, cooler greens.  Our greens 
in Australia tend warmer and more olive 
tones. 

So, what trees are we likely to encounter in 
Australia?  Pandanus, banksia, sheok/
casuarina.  Think of these trees in terms of 
structure and shape, and in terms of 
brushstrokes. 

Banksias - the shapes of these trees differ between the ages of the trees, and their 
environments.  Look at the tree you want to paint and ask yourself, “how do I make 
those shapes?”. 

TIP:  You don’t need to paint every detail - you want to paint the  
“impression” of it. 

Mark painted some silhoue"e shapes using Forest Green and Dioxazine Purple, a 
No%olk Pine, a Gum a Pandanus and a Palm.  He used a largish flat brush to do so. 

TIP:  You paint more loosely and with more expression when using a bigger brush.  
If you can train a bigger brush to do what you want, and use a smaller brush only 

when you need it, your paintings will feel as if they have more expression. 



He then painted two banksias, one old and one young, to demonstrate the different 
shapes that these two trees can make. (He did use a smaller brush her to create the 
unique finer shapes of the banksias).   

We actually have a Youtube tutorial on painting young and old banksias you may be 
interested in, see the links at the end of these notes. 

Mark added Cadmium Yellow Medium to this mix and sta!ed adding some 
highlights into the shadow areas.  Because the leaves are pointing in different 
directions, some are high-lit and some are in shade, you can paint this lighter colour 
over the top of the existing shadow shapes, and create some new ones next to 
other ones too. 

With this process we’re painting the shadows first and highlights on top.  There are 
some holes le$ (if there was sky in the background you would see blue through 
these holes for example). 

Mark then mixed some Dioxazine Purple neat, thinned with water and added some 
broken branches to the older tree, and then some “cobs”. 

Then, to put these trees in context, Mark mixed the foliage recipe of Dioxazine 
Purple, Forest Green and Cadmium Yellow Medium and created the impression of 
grasses on the edge of the cliff. 

He then used some thinned Dioxazine Purple for shadow areas under the trees.   

TIP:  Adding white to the tree colour lightens the colour, but you lose the 
intensity and it can end up looking a li!le grey.  In the case of these banksias this 

colour works well as it looks like the silvery backs of trees. 

A$er lunch: 

Get your pre-prepared canvas out - you should have a big expanse of sand to play 
with here - and we want to work out where our fu!hest grasses should be.  This 
helps work out where the trees go. 



Now we’re going to dish up some Cadmium Yellow Light 
as well, and mix up a colour for our “far away” grasses of 
mostly White, Forest Green, Dioxazine Purple and 
Cadmium Yellow Light, thinned right down.  This exercise 
is basically to work out where the sand dunes are going to 
finish. 

So we’re roughly working out the parameters of our sand, 
pu"ing some structure in. 

Then mix mostly Forest Green, Dioxazine Purple and 
Cadmium Yellow Medium, thinned, to suggest some 
bushes and structure of trees. 

Mark blocked in an old-ish banksia on the right, 
and a casuarina on the le$. 

TIP:  Most casuarina leaves that are dark are 
hanging down (in the shadows). 

Then mix up Burnt Umber and French 
Ultramarine Blue, and hold your brush on it’s 
side to create branches and trunks.  Holding 
your brush in this way helps you relinquish 
control of it and keep 
everything loose. 

Remember:  This is 
just the bones of the 
picture - don’t get 
caught up in the 
detail, the detail is for 
Day 2. 

 
TIP:  Drawn in with coloured chalk first if you are feeling 

hesitant! 

TIP:  How do you know where to put the trees in?   
Where the biggest mistakes are ;) 

TIP:  Try not to put a hard edge on the bo!om of the 
tree as it’s hard to hide later on. 

An exercise:  If you are ever bored or don’t know what to paint etc, practise your 
gradations!  Gradation is a fundamental skill that will improve your paintings 
immeasurably.  Draw some different shaped squares, and (initially) use one colour + 
white, to paint from that pure colour to pure white in that shaped square.  Draw 
different shaped squares or shapes to practise this skill in.  When you’ve mastered 
this, add a different colour into the mix, go from blue to green for example, or red 
to yellow.  You will be surprised by how much your paintings will improve by doing 
this exercise regularly! 



TIP:  For a casuarina tree leaf, use the brush on it’s edge, but paint downwards so 
that you get a more natural looking leaf. 

Dish up some French Ultramarine Blue, and mix up a 
shadow colour of Dioxazine Purple, French 
Ultramarine Blue, and White - tending towards blue. 

You can use your shadow to enhance/develop/
contribute to your composition and help keep the 
viewer’s eye playing around in the painting. 

Mark took the last pa! of the class to show how to 
“fix” a pa!icipant’s painting.  This is where having go-
to recipes come in handy, and also why you shouldn’t 
stress about making mistakes. 

Day Two: 

Time to establish the grass and sand dunes.  So we’ll 
use our foliage recipe of Forest Green, Dioxazine 
Purple and Cadmium Yellow Medium.  Recipes 
however aren’t hard and fast, they’ll get you close and 
it’s up to you to alter and improve from there.  Mark likes to add a li"le bit of French 
Ultramarine Blue to this first mix, as spinifex grasses have a silvery blue look to it. 

Use a big flat brush for this and train it to a flat edge.  Cheap brushes are pe%ect 
for this technique as the bristles don’t stay pe%ectly together and create realistic 
grass effects. 

TIP:  Take the time to work out exactly how much paint 
and water to have in your brush to achieve the brush 

technique you need.  Use a gentle touch.  If you’re not 
sure how much paint you have or need on your brush, 

sta" painting in an area where you know there will be a 
lot of grass/shadows in to “test” it. 

Spinifex grass tends to “clump”, don’t paint in a line - it 
looks more realistic if it’s spread out and random-ish.  This 
is where you get to shape the dunes, and therefore the 
pathway. 

Add White and Cadmium Yellow Medium to Forest Green and Dioxazine Purple to 
make a lighter colour than previous (no French Ultramarine Blue in this mix). 

TIP:  To change the shape of your “tu#s” in the distance hold your brush on a 
slight angle as you paint. 

Each time the colour is applied, there’s a li"le more “tidying up” being done in the 
painting.   



There’ll be variations in this colour even though it’s 
the same colour.  By varying the pressure you use 
and the amount of paint/medium on your brush, 
you’ll get different tones and shades appearing, 
creating more layers and therefore more realism! 

This process of creating grasses helps create the 
path as well. 

Now we’re going to make the dunes a li"le more 
“grounded”, by painting the roots and tendrils of 
the spinifex grasses. 

Use Burnt Umber, thinned right out, and use a small 
flat brush (or a liner) to roughly follow the shape of 
the dunes you have created with the distant grass 
tu$s. 

TIP:  Paint the foreground areas first, and then as 
the paint diminishes off the brush the background areas can be painted more 

subtley. 

So, how do you know if something is dark?  You have to have the dark to see the 
light!  So, if you want to make something stand out more as being highlit, you can 
add more dark in first. 

In saying this, we mixed up a quite dark mix of Dioxazine Purple, Forest Green and a 
li"le Cadmium Yellow Medium - this is darker than the first colour we used.  Sta! 
painting in the shadows - but don't make the shadows too intense under a 
casuarina tree as they are quite sparse.  Young banksia however will stop a lot of 
light, so go in hard under the young banksia.  
Anywhere you think there will be a shadow, paint 
more grasses there.  Use a mobile paint and a very 
gentle touch. 
   

Warm to Cool Concept 

An aside - Mark mentioned at this point, that there 
was a concept which totally changed the way he 
painted, and that is - generally speaking, objects 
closer to the light source appear warmer, and as 
you get fu!her away from the light source, these 
colours appear cooler.  When you really sta! 
looking, you will see this concept everywhere, even 
in different pa!s of the same shadow.  When you 
can apply this knowledge to your paintings, you will 
add a layer of realism which looks incredible. 

A li"le fu!her into this, you can also change the 
time of the day by adding colours to your recipe 
mixes.  For example, to create a “3pm” kind of time of day (there would be more 



Cadmium Yellow Medium in this mix), you add some Cadmium Yellow Medium to 
every colour mix you would normally use in a “midday” painting.    It’s not as simple 
as this of course, but you’ll be surprised how incredible the results you can get.  See 
the Youtube link at the end of this page for a demonstration “Painting The Right 
Light”. 

In the morning there tends to be a li"le more moisture in the air, making the 
colours appear “less warm” than they potentially would at the end of the day.  At the 
end of the day there is more dust in the atmosphere, which can make the colours 
appear warmer. 

Now, we’re going in with some brighter highlights 
using a mix of pure White and Cadmium Yellow 
Light.  Gently apply the highlights (leave the 
shadow areas alone).  This helps give the grass 
more form and to build up the high spots. 

TIP:  If this colour is “too white” you can always 
come back with a yellow glaze.    

TIP:  The more layers of colour you apply, the 
more realistic the texture in the image. 

Mark would normally repeat this process a few 
times, adding yellow and greens each time so the 
picture has some nuance. 

He added Cadmium Yellow Light and a teensy bit 
of Forest Green to this colour to make a “lolly lime” 
kind of colour.  You can add different colours to 
either warm areas up, or cool them down. 

Be careful doing this however because if you 
overdo it, you can lose some of the chaotic natural 
brush marks - this however can be a good thing, as 
you can also hide the marks you don’t want seen. 

Add with a small brush some sticks and bits of 
detritus here and there to give realistic texture and 
add to the illusion of realism in your painting. 

We’re going to go back to our intermediate grass 
colour now - the mix of Dioxazine Purple, Forest 
Green and Cadmium Yellow Light - we’re going to 
add this to our casuarina now, using the tip of the 
brush (and the corner) - and paint in the direction 
you want the leaves to appear.  Have quite a wet 
brush so you get so! of individual tendrils as such. 

Be mindful of where the sun is, and whether you’ll 
have more highlights on the right hand tree.  We’re kind of walking a line here of 
adding more leaves without losing the shadows. 



Then add more white and Cadmium Yellow Light to 
this colour and make more highlights and build these 
up.  These highlights really sta! bringing the 
casuarina to life! 

 
TIP:  You can distract people from elements in your 
painting, usually by drawing their a!ention to 
something else.  Painting is a lot about smoke and 
mirrors! 

A$er lunch: 

We like to set up strategies and processes to make 
our lives easier, and pa!icularly when painting.  It’s 
great to have a process, however we also need to 
remember to be flexible within this. 

So, we’ve blocked in some things, and now we’re going to sta! to give this banksia 
some form and definition.  We’re going to use the darkest colour of Forest Green 
and Dioxazine Purple (tiny bit of Cadmium Yellow Medium if you want),  and your 
smallest flat brush; and hold your paintbrush quite far back.  Holding your 
paintbrush far back means you’re fu!her back from your painting and your marks 
don’t end up looking flat and controlled - therefore you end up with a more natural 
result. 

Scrub the colour into the shadows at the bo"om of the banksia - we are sta!ing to 
define these shapes more.   Add some “stick” shapes here and there into the 
undergrowth to add more texture and realism. 

Now, this is where it gets a li"le more complicated.  Add Cadmium Yellow Medium 
to that first colour and add some leaf shapes poking up towards the light.  Stay with 
your banksia shape - but be flexible - the older tree will have some bits broken off.  
You need to decide here where you want each branch to go, and being mindful 
about where you think the light is hi"ing the tree. 

Add Cadmium Yellow Medium and White to this 
colour a couple more times in order to build up the 
highlights slowly. 

Your brushstroke direction should follow the overall 
shape of the branches in your bush.  We’ll go back in 
later and add colour to our shadows. 

TIP:  The more random/broken up you make these 
leaf shapes, the older the tree will appear to be. 

You get to decide how far you want to push the 
illusion. 

Now you can add some brighter highlights - mixing 



up Cadmium Yellow Light and White, add some 
brighter highlights mainly to the top of the tree. 

Mix some Forest Green and White, a fairly 
intermediate colour in tone and apply halfway 
between the highlights and the darkest colour, and 
put some leaves in the shadows - then each branch 
has a li"le more form. 

Sometimes it’s be"er to do this in 3 or 4 stages - 
this will give the viewer more information and your 
picture overall more nuance. 

You only need to put enough info into the picture 
to get your viewers to complete the picture “the 
cat sat on the……” 

Using pure white, add some high branches using 
your small brush and a rolling brush technique to 
add some highlights to the trunks and branches.  The very top branches can be 
pure white! 

As the paint diminishes off the brush, add this colour (which will now be quite 
subdued) into the lower shadow pa!s of the banksia. 

Now, using a bigger brush, break up the purple shadows on the sand to create li"le 
shallows - maybe the impression of footprints ? 

Now come back to your casuarina trunk to create the darkest darks on your trunks 
using a mix of Burnt Umber and French Ultramarine Blue (adding water so it travels 
a li"le bit). 

Next you can use neat Dioxazine purple to really bang up the shadows in your 
banksia and casuarina tree. 

TIP:  Push up your highlights by strengthening/deepening your shadows. 

TIP:  When you think your brush is clean enough, clean it again! 

Using a mix of White and a tiny bit of Cadmium Yellow Light to go back to the 
highlights on the leaves again on the banksia. 

Using Burnt Umber and a li"le French Ultramarine Blue, come back and paint some 
cobs in your banksia. 

Using Permanent Alizarine, Cadmium Yellow Medium and White, and add some 
flashes of orange cobs into the banksias, these tend to point almost straight up. 

You can also paint a few dead leaves with this colour and add some dead leaves 
here and there. 



You can so$en your shadows and warm them up 
on the casuarina tree trunk using this mix of 
colour here and there too.   

Using Dioxazine Purple, French Ultramarine Blue 
and White add some more shadows on the sand. 
Add a touch more blue into the darker shadows if 
you want. 

Here’s a fun li"le trick.  Using Burnt Umber and a 
very dry brush, brush over the foreground sand 
very lightly to warm it up a li"le bit and add 
some “grain”.  Then, using pure White come back 
and paint some shallow scoopy marks to 
represent footprints in the dry sand.  (You’ll see 
the highlights).  This creates the impression of 
the dry sand being walked on.  You can still shape 
this path to create the impression that this is a 
well-worn path. 

Using Burnt Umber, Mark adds a li"le bit of extra 
information here and there puts the li"le seed pod/spiky things in the casuarina 
tree.  This li"le bit of information just adds more to the story. 

To achieve a painting that you want - keep going back to your three skills 
(perception, conception, physical skills) - really have a look at where your painting 
(or process) is le"ing you down - and PRACTISE your skills.  Sta! dissecting your 
practise and find the differences between the 
actuality of what you’re trying to paint and your 
painting.   

Ask yourself “what is standing out to me the 
most?” and focus on improving that first up. 

Thanks everyone for an awesome workshop! 

Overheard in Class: 

“My homework was two days of hell!” 
“You guys make me a be"er painter” 

“Stop dabbing or you’ll be sent out!  It’s a 
painting class, not a dabbing class!” 

“You get to do whatever you want (unless 
I tell you otherwise)!” 

“Lot of backseat drivers hey” 



For suppo! material about what you learnt over the weekend, check 
out these pages from our website: 

Have a look at this page first to do some of your own exploring! 

http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/sitemap.html 

www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/how-to-paint-trees.html 
h!ps://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/landscape-painting.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/ocean-landscapes.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/color-mixing-guide.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/how-to-paint-water.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/painting-waves.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/gradation.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/brush-technique.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/paintbrushes.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/how-to-paint-clouds.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/shadow-painting.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/atelier-interactive.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/acrylic-sealer.html  
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/atelier-unlocking-formula.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/create-unique-paintings.html 
www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/workshops-past.html (to access previous 
workshop notes) 

and these video clips! (make sure you subscribe to our Youtube channel for 
all the latest clips): 

Beachscape Tutorial 1 - background: 
https://youtu.be/MDLQnWt-83k 

Beachscape Tutorial 2 - waves: 
https://youtu.be/wDrhXwMGPS4 

Painting Banksia and Coastal Foliage: 
h"ps://youtu.be/C2rg0quufjw 

Beachscape demonstration: 
h"ps://youtu.be/0myDupSiOOE 

How to paint trees playlist: 
h"ps://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLbRTq9lnYzEDR1W1GvZD7Nm9zkt9ZcP7I 

Painting The Right Light: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XdaWQW3lD4Q 

http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/how-to-paint-trees.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/how-to-paint-water.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/how-to-paint-water.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/painting-waves.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/gradation.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/brush-technique.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/how-to-paint-clouds.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/shadow-painting.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/atelier-interactive.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/atelier-unlocking-formula.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/create-unique-paintings.html
http://www.explore-acrylic-painting.com/workshops-past.html
https://youtu.be/0myDupSiOOE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XdaWQW3lD4Q


Know Your Brushes! 
https://youtu.be/20CjkSzXICc 

Creating Planes: 
https://youtu.be/4MsJwKRtD_E 

Painting Your Horizon: 
https://youtu.be/XsVGv9eH6U0 

Creating Distance In Your Paintings | Atmospheric Perspective: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ecBhJUiFXU 

Brush Technique: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=icWYYJHJFVc 

Learn How To Paint - Gradation: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vy-Z0FQ2kpg 

Acrylic Painting Tips - Colour Matching: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A5gzJuX8EEU 

How To Paint Shadows:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDut2Tma1QU 

3 Skills to Make a Painting:  
https://youtu.be/WPflMs32kXk

Atelier Interactive demonstration: 
h"p://www.atelieracrylic.com/atelier-interactive-acrylic 

Unlocking Formula demonstration: 
h"p://www.atelieracrylic.com/atelier-unlocking-formula 

https://youtu.be/20CjkSzXICc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=icWYYJHJFVc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vy-Z0FQ2kpg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDut2Tma1QU
https://youtu.be/WPflMs32kXk
http://www.atelieracrylic.com/atelier-interactive-acrylic
http://www.atelieracrylic.com/atelier-unlocking-formula

