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Stuart Brownlee – 512319          Understanding Painting Media, Part 5 
 

Essay on the medium of oil paint 
 

“What manner of theatre is it, in which we are at once playwright, actor, stage manager, scene 
painter and audience?” 1 

 
My starting point for this was Januszczak’s 1997 work Techniques of the great masters of 
art, and I looked at a range of artists working in the medium of oils, starting with Jan Van Eyck, 
arguably the founding figure of oil painting, who used oil paint to capture light and shade to 
great effect: 
 

 Jan Van Eyck (1434) The Arnolfini Marriage. [oil on 
oak]. Available at: https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/jan-van-eyck-the-arnolfini-
portrait [Accessed: 27 May 2017].  
 
Other artists considered included: Leonardo Da Vinci (thinned oil paint on board; Hieronymus 
Bosch (innovative brushwork and modelling of form on board); Titian (thin washes and thick 
impasto on canvas); and El Greco (layering and glazing on canvas). 
 
For me though the work of Caravaggio brings together much of the enjoyment of viewing a 
painting in oils – drama, intensity, gestures and expressions, light and shadow ‘chiaroscuro’, 
fine brushwork and the use of thinned fluid oil medium: 
 

 Caravaggio (1596-1603) The supper at Emmaus. 
[Oil on canvas]. Available at: 
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/michelangelo-merisi-da-caravaggio-the-supper-at-
emmaus [Accessed: 27 May 2017]. 
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From the traditional to the new  
 
As Januszczak observes: “Impressionist painting came into its own in the 1870’s. The 
Impressionist artists rejected the dark transparent shadows, subtle tonal modelling, somber 
hues and earth colours of academic ‘chiaroscuro’. Instead, they advocated bright colours, 
thinly pale-primed canvases and mat, opaque paint surfaces which were uniformly 
loaded.” (Januszczak, 1997, p118) 
 
Several technical and theoretical developments were responsible for these 19th century 
changes in approach, including the mechanical grinding of pigments and use of additives to 
create easily transportable oil tube paints and the developing science based colour theories, 
particularly those of Chevreul. 
 
All of this meant that artists could more easily escape the studio and explore their environment 
outdoors. And whereas landscapes in the past tended to be no more than background features 
in religious or historical paintings of events, they came very much to the fore as subjects (the 
‘event’) in their own right from this point on. 
 
Monet’s plein air painting often experimented with returning to the same subject, capturing it at 
different times of day and in different weather conditions. For example, he painted some thirty 
oils on canvas of haystacks in a field near his house in Giverny. Similarly, he captured many oil 
paintings of his water garden, lily pond and Japanese bridge at his home 
 

 Claude Monet (1891) Haystacks (effect of snow and sun). 
[Oil on canvas]. Available at: http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437122 
[Accessed: 15 July 2017]. 
 
In Cézanne’s work we see the new colour theories in practice, showing contrasts of colour 
temperature between warm and cool colours (between red, oranges and yellows and greens, 
blues and violets) in creating a sense of form in space, rather than the traditional (pre-19th 
century) light-dark tonal contrasts of the earlier masters. 
 

 Paul Cézanne (1896) The lake of Annecy. [Oil on 
canvas]. Available at: http://www.paul-cezanne.org/Annecy-Lake.html [Accessed: 28 May 
2017].  
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In dealing with and portraying more modern day environments I am attracted by the work of 
Jock McFadyen and his use of oils to depict what might be considered as the seamier side of 
life. In his portraits of street people and paintings of the architecture of cityscapes, detritus and 
all, he presents us with a reality of 20th and 21st century life: 
 

 McFadyen, J. (1998) Great Junction Street. [Oil on 
canvas] Available at: 
http://www.jockmcfadyen.com/picpages/greattjunctionst.htm [Accessed: 26 June 2017]. 
 
What I particularly find appealing and effective about all these artist’s works and which I will 
continue to explore and experiment with in my pursuit of developing a robust oil painting voice 
is something from the past linked with (in some way) two things from the present -  
chiaroscuro, colour theory and ‘attentiveness to place’. 2 
 
This idea of ‘place’ is a powerful one – what it means to the individual, what are its 
characteristics, how does it look, what can it tell us about our perceptions, about ourselves in 
the world. Being attentive to place is particularly evident in Monet’s various ‘series’ of paintings 
of subjects in different lighting and weather conditions. In the series ‘Haystacks’ we find foggy 
mornings, white frost, thaw at sunset, early morning at end of summer, amongst others. And 
his paintings of Rouen Cathedral and of his water-lily garden similarly capture how ‘place’ is 
affected by changes in light, temperature, season and weather. 
 

1. Sebald, W.G. (2002) The rings of Saturn. [e-book] London: Vintage Books, p.83. 
2. Davidson, P. (2013) Distance and memory. [e-book] Manchester: Carcanet Press Ltd., 

p.10. 
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