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Keep your painting set up as simple as possible and expand when you feel you really need to.  Or when you 
see someone else’s set up that looks more efficient or comfortable than yours. Some folks feel more 
comfortable standing, some sitting. I have tried to be minimal but still offer suggestions for beginners as well 
as for experienced plein air watercolorists. Depending on how much comfort you want when painting, you 
can upgrade to a plein air portable “studio” with built in chair on wheels. However, I just velcro my palette to 
my wrist and hold my small sketchbook, use a waterbrush and wipe off my brush on a paper towel tucked in 
my pocket. 
 
VERY IMPORTANT: Test your set up at home, make sure you are comfortable. Brooklyn Botanic Garden 
has low portable painting stools. 
 
2 Possible Setups: 
 
If you are sitting with your sketchbook and palette on your lap: 
*a 12”x16” lightweight, stiff board (for example:  thick cardboard, plastic corrugated board, gatorfoam).  A 
flat box can give you some height and offer a storage area.  Or a rolled up beach towel on your lap can adjust 
the angle of the board. 
*Tape to make little rolls and stick your palette on the board and to hold your paper on your board 
*Paper, pad or block no bigger than 9”x12”  
*For sitting with a board on your lap:  A plastic palette that can be taped or clipped to your board. 
*A container for water; if you don’t mind reaching down to rinse the brush you can place it on the ground.  
There are little palette cups that can be clipped to the board (not great for big washes).  You can put a yogurt 
cup in a baggie that is clipped to the easel or board.  My choice is water brushes that hold the water in the 
barrel of the brush.  You get a few sizes of these and can do small washes and some decent brushwork.  Not 
great brushes but very convenient.  You wipe them off on an absorbent paper towel like Viva, Bounty or 
Target towels (or a rag if you prefer). 
 
If you have any type of portable easel: 
*You can work up to a 12”x16” pad, block or taped paper on stiff, lightweight board.  The limit is due more 
to worries about a windy day than finishing the painting during the class time.   
*For a portable easel with no place for a palette you will need a palette with a thumb hole to hold it up (you 
may need to put a pad of tape on the thumb hole to cushion it.) 
*For a portable easel that has space to place a watercolor palette: make sure your palette fits in the box on the 
easel or has the clip accessory to attach it to the side of the easel. 
*Water can sit on the shelf of the easel or hang from it by a clip or cup holder.  Or use water brushes. 
 
Brushes: 
*As mentioned before, I prefer waterbrushes for small plein air painting.  Pentel and Niji brands are good.  
The sizes you need depend on what paper size you will be working on - in general these are better for smaller 
artwork. 
*If you want better brushwork for larger 9”x12” and up paper then I recommend 
#4, #8 and #12 round brushes  (a small, medium and large) and a 1” flat wash brush. 



*A small cheap stiff flat brush for lifting paint (I don’t like scrubbers, they abrade the paper).   
*Make sure you have a place on your board or easel to put the brushes down.   
 
 
Colors 
Watercolor tubes- artist grade. Recommended brands: Daniel Smith, Schminke, Holbein, Sennelier, 
Grumbacher, Rembrandt and Winsor Newton.   
Utrecht, Cotman, Van Gogh and Grumbacher Academy (student grade) are ok. Do not use children’s paint 
sets or Reeves; there is too much filler and not good pigment. 
*I like these colors, but if you already have a palette set up, use what you have. 
Winsor Yellow (Winsor Newton) or Hansa Yellow (Daniel Smith) 
Hookers Green (Winsor Newton or Daniel Smith) 
Winsor Green blue shade (Winsor Newton) or pthalo green (Daniel Smith) 
Ultramarine Blue 
Winsor Blue red shade (Winsor Newton) or pthalo blue (Daniel Smith) 
Winsor Red (Winsor Newton) or Pyrrol Red (Daniel Smith) 
Alizarine Crimson 
Quinacridone Magenta  
Burnt Umber 
Burnt Sienna 
*optional colors for a large palette: 
Cadmium Lemon Yellow 
Winsor Orange 
Yellow Ochre 
Perylene Green 
Sepia 
Green Gold (Daniel Smith) 
 
Lay out your colors in the palette from yellow on one side through the orange, red, magenta, blue, green, 
brown sequence. It makes it easier to find your colors and the hope is to keep the yellow clean as long as 
possible. Bring your tube colors with you if possible, but at least bring your yellows so you always can get a 
clean yellow (if your brush isn’t clean when dipping into yellow it will immediately get flavored with the 
color on your brush). 
 
Absorbent paper towels 
Pencil (B, 2B Staedtler Lumograph or other) 
Faber-Castell Kneadable Art Eraser or Vanish 4-in-1eraser 
Artists’ tape 
Sun hat 
Waterbottle 
Mist sprayer (optional; good for you and the painting on a hot day) 
 
Sunscreen before class, then wash your hands because you don’t want the goop on your paper. 
Don’t wear flowery colors; there are bees around.   


