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% Puint En Ploin Air?

n plein air: a French term used to
describe painting out of doors
associated, but not synonymous, with
impressionism and working alla
prima.

The first time I painted a landscape en plein
air I knew this was what I was meant to do as a
painter. Since then, I’ve come to appreciate this
way of painting as one of the best parts of my life,
cherishing the time that I am able to spend doing
it. Through my experiences I now understand that
painting from life, be it from a still life set up, a
live model, or in nature, is the only way to really
understand how light describes its subject and
learn to truthfully see. When I am having the most
trouble working out a problem in my painting it
is because I don’t understand how something
should be rendered, usually as a result of working
from a photograph. Photographs flatten shapes,
especially dark areas, and minimize color
temperatures.

I spent some time painting from photographs
and my imagination using a French easel (a paint
box with legs meant for outdoor painting) as an
affordable and portable studio easel, but I had
never ventured outside until one fall several years
ago when I accompanied local artists to paint the
Clark Fork area. The weather was perfect and the
company was great as we set out to capture the
turning trees and hazy mountains before us.

I was working with a limited palette of colors
which was very helpful. I knew my colors well
and what mixtures I would get from them. I worked
with only a few brushes in larger sizes, which kept
me from working details and focused on shapes
of light and dark. My paintings turned out nicely
which is unusually successful for a beginner. 1
credit my state of mind for being focused on what
inspired me at that moment. I worked quickly and
put down what I wanted to say almost
subconsciously. At the time I wasn’t
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sure why I was successful. It happened like magic
and I was encouraged to pursue more plein air
painting.

I kept those paintings for years as a reminder
of my first experience and used them as my
motivation to continue painting out of doors when
it became tougher to hold on to the magic of that
first try.

It takes a while to become successful as a
plein air painter and it certainly has challenges,
including the unpredictable weather, too hot or
cold, too windy, irritating bugs, people looking,
and feeling like one is on stage. Compared to
studio painting where the lighting and conditions
are controlled, plein air painting is more of a
reactive way of painting. One has to suggest the
subject intuitively due to time restrictions rather
than being able to analyze carefully and
thoughtfully as in the studio. However, the result
of plein air shows up in the painting as intensity
and confidence of brushstroke.

En plein air painting you want to simplifying
everything from equipment to the chosen subject.
I stick to the bare necessities so I’'m able to quickly
set up. That leaves me time to pay attention to my
purpose to learn something new through direct
observation, recognizie nuances of the
environment, and see the truth of nature’s color
and value relationships.

During the first few years, I would sometimes
get side tracked as something new caught my
attention as the result of changing light and I
would end up repainting everything with no
defined picture at the end.

Or, I would stare intently at areas, maybe a
group of bushes, and try to paint all the details
and different values instead of seeing their overall
value and shape which resulted in a very broken
up appearance.

It was also easy to be so inspired by all of the
beautiful things before me. I would get carried
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