
GOUACHE: THE OTHER WATERCOLOR                         Week 1 – Intro To Gouache 

 

Gouache is simply opaque watercolor. It has some of the same benefits, but works differently than 

transparent watercolor. One big advantage over transparent watercolor is that it is opaque and 

allows for overpainting even darker areas with lighter color.  

This class explores this unique and flexible medium.   

SUPPLIES AND MATERIALS 

If you paint with transparent watercolor, you’ll be surprised and happy to know that you can use 

many of the same supplies and materials.  You can use the same paper and brushes, a covered 

watercolor palette and even most of the same paint! 

In this class we’ll use a combination of transparent watercolor and gouache in the form of white 

and black to add opacity.  Manufacturers tend to use lesser quality pigment in addition to adding 

fillers in gouache, making for poorer-quality paint. Many ‘transparent’ watercolor paints are 

naturally opaque, especially when used thickly.  White gouache can be added to transparent 

watercolors to make them opaque.  

If you prefer to purchase paint as gouache, feel free.  The list of colors includes the pigment code.  

Use that as a guide as you select colors in gouache.  

Watercolor comes in either tubes or dry pans. Purchase the 

watercolor in tubes, rather than pans.  

PAPER 

Good old Arches 140 Cold Press is the best choice for this class. 

For the most part, we’ll be working relatively small – no larger 

than 8 x 10 in most cases. (you’ll soon see what a challenge 

gouache is even at that size!) 

BRUSHES  

Standard watercolor brushes work just fine for gouache.  I 

prefer flats to rounds except for working on small details.  For 

flats a 1”, ¾ or ½”, a ¼” and a small filbert (blue handled brush in 

the photo). Two small rounds and a rigger will help as well.  
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PAINT 

Most of the recommended colors are transparent watercolor rather than gouache. As mentioned, 

gouache produced for sale in tubes is generally poorer quality paint – usually they have lower  

quality pigment and fillers. If you prefer to purchase paint as gouache, feel free.  The list of colors, 

below,  includes the pigment code.  Use that as a guide as you select colors in gouache. 

To keep things simple, we’ll be working with a set of six colors, some white and black gouache, and 

three earth colors.  If you are already painting in watercolor, you may already have some of the 

primaries, secondaries and earth colors.  

White and Black: 

White Gouache: Titanium White (PW 6) or Zinc White (PW 5) – you’ll use a large amount of white 

so purchase several tubes or one large tube.  Either pigment listed above is cool with blue 

undertone.  

Black Gouache: Carbon Black (PBk 6) or Lamp Black (PBk 7) 

Primaries and Secondaries: 

Cadmium Yellow Light (PY35) – Recommend transparent watercolor – Cadmium colors are 

naturally opaque 

Cadmium Scarlet (PR108) - Recommend transparent watercolor – naturally opaque 

Alizarin Crimson (PR 83) or Permanent Rose (PV 19) – Recommend transparent watercolor  

Ultramarine Violet (PV 15) - Recommend transparent watercolor 

Phthalo Blue (PB 15) - Recommend transparent watercolor  

Phthalo Green (PG 7) - Recommend transparent watercolor 

Earth Colors 

Raw Umber (PBr 7) - Recommend transparent watercolor, make sure it’s a very dark brown, close 

to black 

Transparent Red Oxide (PR 101) - Recommend transparent watercolor, some manufacturers use 

this pigment in their versions of Burnt Sienna.  

Yellow Ochre (PY 43) - Recommend transparent watercolor – partially opaque 

Raw Sienna (PBr 7) - Recommend transparent watercolor 
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PALETTE 

Gouache is best when it is fresh out of the tube.  Like transparent watercolor, it is possible to 

bring it back to life after it dries, but it is harder to work with.  You can minimize waste by 

squeezing out small amounts of color at a time and having a palette with a tight lid to store unused 

paint. Below left is a traditional watercolor palette that also has a lid, below right is a well-used 

Masterson palette with lid.  

With either palette, it is a good idea to squeeze out the paint onto a surface that stays wet, rather 

than on the plastic.   

A layer of wetted, folded paper towel or a section of wetted kitchen sponge under a wet piece of 

watercolor paper will help the paint stay moist through the painting session. If the excess paint 

needs to be stored, leave the paint on the wetted surface and close the lid. The paint should stay 

moist for at least a couple days.  

MOUNTING BOARD AND TAPE 

Most of the work done in class will be small, no larger than 8” x 10”.  It is a good idea to mount the 

paper on a sturdy board and tape down the edges. Any sturdy surface will do. Gatorboard is my 

choice – it’s light and sturdy. Plexiglas, plastic and wood surfaces that are protected with 

polyurethane will work as well.  
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CHARACTERISTICS OF GOUACHE 

Gouache is another ‘watercolor’ with some similarities and some important differences.  

• Like transparent watercolor, gouache uses water as the medium to get paint onto the 

paper. It can also be revived with water after it has dried – but this is not the best or 

easiest way to use it.  

• It works well with transparent watercolor materials – especially paper and brushes.  

• It also dries quickly.  

• It cleans up easily.  

There are some fundamental differences between gouache and transparent watercolor 

• It lacks looseness and flowiness – this requires handling gouache more like oil and acrylic 

• It is meant to be opaque rather than transparent 

• Colors are DARKER when they dry – this is a major difference and requires some getting 

used to.  

PRIMARY, SECONDARY, TERTIARY COLORS 

We’ll be working with a basic set of six colors plus white, black and some earth tones.  This basic 

set will allow mixtures of most any color we need. Your first exercise is to create a color wheel 

starting the six colors noted and six colors mixed from the originals.  See below.  
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The six initial colors include, roughly, three primary and three secondary colors.   The starting six 

will be placed in the locations noted. The blank spaces between them will be filled with color 

mixed with the two colors on either side.   See below. 

 

Future lessons will fill in the inner two rings of the wheel with neutralized colors and neutral 

browns/grays.  
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PRE-CLASS WORK 

Color Wheel – create the outer ring of the color wheel shown on the previous page. A template 

for the color wheel is on the next page. Copy it to a sheet of watercolor paper. Fill in the noted 

colors on the outer ring. These colors correspond to six colors on the material list.  

NOTE: The Cadmium Colors are naturally opaque and should not require the use of White 

Gouache if you use them thickly. If you find you need some White to make them more opaque, 

use the smallest possible amount – White gouache is a very light blue. As such, it will dull reds, 

oranges and yellows.  

The rest of the colors all have some blue in them already. They are also naturally transparent.  

These colors will need white to make them opaque. Alizarin, Thalo Blue and Thalo Green are also 

quite dark.  White will help lighten them so that the color is more visible.   

For the blank spaces, mix the two colors on either side.   

When done, your wheel should look something like that on the previous page.  

Simple Object Painting – find a simple object that is a single color and has no decoration on the 

surface. Place in light so that it has a light side, a shady side and casts a shadow.   

You’ll find that you have to mix the colors on the palette to get the lighter warmer colors for the 

light side and cooler, darker colors for the shady side.   

Work with a limited palette – pick a color close to the color of the object, the colors that are on 

either side of it on the color wheel, some white and a dab of black.  

Remember: the colors are going to dry DARKER than when you put them on! 

The last two pages have a photo and drawing layout for a simple tin container that can be used for 

this painting.  

WEEKLY CRITIQUE 

Send an images of the color wheel and the simple object painting by Sunday evening.  Images 

should be .jpg at 72 dpi (please, this really saves me time) 

IN CLASS 

We’ll review pre-class work, answer questions and work on the in-class project.  
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LAYOUT FOR IN-CLASS PROJECT 
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SIMPLE OBJECT PHOTO REFERENCE 
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SIMPLE OBJECT DRAWING LAYOUT 

 


