alla prima by richard schmid

alla prima by richard schmid is a seminal work in the world of oil painting, offering
profound insights into the alla prima technique, also known as “wet-on-wet” painting.
Richard Schmid, a highly respected American artist and instructor, distills decades of
experience into this comprehensive guide, making it essential for both beginners and
seasoned painters. This article explores the core concepts found in Schmid’s approach,
delves into the practical techniques he advocates, and highlights the artistic philosophy
behind his celebrated method. By understanding the principles and applications of alla
prima painting as taught by Richard Schmid, artists can achieve spontaneity, vibrancy,
and a fresh immediacy in their artwork. In addition, the article covers materials,
brushwork, color mixing, and composition strategies central to the alla prima process. The
following sections will provide an organized overview of key topics related to alla prima by
Richard Schmid.

e Understanding Alla Prima Painting

e Richard Schmid’s Approach and Philosophy

e Materials and Tools Recommended by Richard Schmid
e Techniques and Brushwork in Alla Prima

e Color Mixing and Palette Strategies

e Composition and Subject Matter

e Common Challenges and Solutions

Understanding Alla Prima Painting

Alla prima, an Italian term meaning “at first attempt,” is a painting technique where layers
of wet paint are applied directly onto previous wet layers without waiting for them to dry.
This approach allows for a more immediate and expressive rendering of the subject. Alla
prima painting is valued for its ability to capture the freshness and vitality of a scene,
often completed in a single session. Richard Schmid’s teachings emphasize the importance
of timing, confidence, and precision within this method, encouraging artists to work
swiftly yet thoughtfully. The alla prima technique contrasts with traditional layered oil
painting, which involves multiple stages of drying and glazing. Understanding this
distinction is crucial for mastering the unique demands and rewards of alla prima
painting.



History and Origins of Alla Prima

The alle prima technique has roots in classical European art but gained prominence with
19th-century Impressionists, who sought to capture fleeting effects of light and
atmosphere. Richard Schmid acknowledges this historical context while adapting the
method to contemporary practices. His work bridges traditional craftsmanship with
modern sensibilities, providing a structured yet flexible framework for artists using alla
prima today.

Benefits of Alla Prima Painting

Alla prima painting offers several advantages that appeal to artists of all skill levels:

e Encourages direct observation and responsiveness

Facilitates quick decision-making and artistic spontaneity

Preserves the freshness and vibrancy of colors

Reduces the time needed to complete a painting

Enhances understanding of color relationships through immediate mixing

Richard Schmid’s Approach and Philosophy

Richard Schmid’s approach to alla prima is grounded in realism combined with an
appreciation for painterly expression. He promotes a balance between technical skill and
intuitive artistry, advocating for a disciplined yet flexible workflow. Schmid encourages
painters to cultivate observational accuracy while maintaining a loose, fluid brushwork
style. His philosophy supports the idea that painting should be an engaging, meditative
process rather than a rigid, mechanical one. This mindset has influenced a generation of
artists seeking both mastery and creative freedom.

Emphasis on Observation and Seeing

Central to Schmid’s philosophy is the concept of truly seeing the subject rather than
relying on preconceived notions. He stresses that artists must train their eyes to discern
subtle shifts in value, color, and form. This acute observation is essential in alla prima
painting, where corrections are limited and decisions must be made quickly. Schmid’s
exercises often focus on refining perceptual skills to enhance painting accuracy and
expression.



Balance Between Control and Spontaneity

Richard Schmid teaches that successful alla prima painting requires a delicate balance
between controlling the medium and embracing unpredictability. While precision in
drawing and value is important, so too is the willingness to accept and incorporate happy
accidents. This balance results in paintings that are both structurally sound and
emotionally compelling.

Materials and Tools Recommended by Richard
Schmid

Richard Schmid provides detailed guidance on selecting the appropriate materials and
tools to optimize the alla prima process. His recommendations are based on extensive
experience and aim to support a painter’s ability to work efficiently and effectively.

Brushes

Schmid advises using a variety of high-quality brushes suited to different tasks:

Flat brushes for broad strokes and blocking in

Round brushes for detail and edges

Filbert brushes for blending and soft transitions

Brush sizes ranging from small (for fine work) to large (for initial washes)

Paints and Mediums

He emphasizes the use of professional-grade oil paints with strong pigmentation and
consistency. Schmid also recommends limited use of mediums to maintain the paint’s body
and drying times appropriate for wet-on-wet layering. Linseed oil, stand oil, and solvent
mixtures are carefully balanced to achieve the desired handling characteristics.

Supports and Surfaces

Richard Schmid favors rigid, smooth supports such as linen or primed panels to facilitate
smooth brushwork and detailed observation. The surface texture can influence paint
behavior and is selected based on the artist’s goals and the nature of the subject matter.



Techniques and Brushwork in Alla Prima

The hallmark of Richard Schmid’s alla prima technique is confident, economical
brushwork that captures form and light with minimal overworking. His method involves
deliberate strokes, careful edge control, and a strategic layering of paint.

Brushstroke Types and Their Uses

Schmid categorizes brushstrokes into several types, each serving a specific function:
¢ Block-in strokes: Large, flat strokes to establish basic shapes and values
e Modeling strokes: Smaller, directional strokes that describe form and volume
e Edge strokes: Controlled strokes that define transitions between planes

e Blending strokes: Soft, feathered strokes to create smooth gradients

Working Wet-on-Wet

In alla prima painting, managing wet paint layers is critical. Schmid teaches that
understanding the drying times and paint consistency allows artists to manipulate edges
and colors effectively. He advises applying paint in a sequence that respects the “fat over
lean” principle to avoid cracking, while still maintaining the immediacy of wet-on-wet
application.

Color Mixing and Palette Strategies

Color mastery is a central theme in Richard Schmid’s teachings. His palette strategies are
designed to maximize color harmony, vibrancy, and subtlety within the alla prima
framework.

Limited Palette Approach

Schmid advocates for a limited palette, often consisting of a few primary pigments
supplemented by earth tones. This approach simplifies color mixing, promotes harmony,
and helps artists better understand color relationships. A typical palette might include:

e Cadmium Red
e Cadmium Yellow

e Cobalt Blue



¢ Burnt Sienna

e Titanium White

Mixing Techniques

Richard Schmid emphasizes mixing colors on the palette before applying paint to the
canvas to maintain clarity and avoid muddiness. He teaches how to create nuanced color
shifts through careful blending and layering, essential for realistic skin tones, atmospheric
effects, and naturalistic light.

Composition and Subject Matter

Richard Schmid’s alla prima paintings often feature portraits, landscapes, still lifes, and
figures. His instructions include compositional strategies that enhance the impact and
clarity of the painting within the constraints of the alla prima technique.

Design Principles

Schmid encourages artists to consider balance, focal points, value structure, and edge
quality when composing a painting. He teaches that a strong composition supports the
immediacy of alla prima painting by guiding the viewer’s eye and reinforcing the
painting’s narrative.

Choosing Subjects Suitable for Alla Prima

While alla prima is versatile, Schmid advises selecting subjects that can be effectively
rendered in a single session or with a limited number of wet layers. This includes:

e Portraits with controlled lighting
o Still lifes with simple arrangements

e Outdoor scenes with stable light conditions

Common Challenges and Solutions

Artists learning alla prima by Richard Schmid often encounter challenges related to
timing, paint handling, and decision-making. Schmid’s teachings address these issues with
practical advice and troubleshooting tips.



Managing Drying Times

One challenge is balancing the wetness of paint layers to allow blending without unwanted
mixing. Schmid recommends adjusting mediums and working speed to control drying
times effectively.

Avoiding Overworking

Because alla prima requires swift execution, overworking the painting can lead to muddy
colors and loss of vibrancy. Schmid advises setting clear goals for each stroke and
knowing when to stop to preserve freshness.

Correcting Mistakes

Errors in alla prima can be difficult to fix due to the wet paint. Schmid suggests
techniques such as scraping off paint, glazing thin layers once dry, or incorporating
corrections into subsequent brushwork to maintain overall harmony.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Alla Prima' by Richard Schmid about?

'‘Alla Prima' by Richard Schmid is a comprehensive guide to the alla prima painting
technique, which involves completing a painting in one session while the paint is still wet.
The book covers materials, color mixing, composition, and practical painting strategies.

Who is Richard Schmid and why is he significant in the
art world?

Richard Schmid is a renowned American realist painter and author, known for his mastery
of the alla prima technique. He has influenced many contemporary painters through his
teaching and his seminal book 'Alla Prima,' which is considered a classic in the field.

What painting techniques does Richard Schmid
emphasize in 'Alla Prima'?

In 'Alla Prima,' Richard Schmid emphasizes direct painting techniques using wet-on-wet
oil paint application. He focuses on observation, color harmony, value relationships, and
brushwork to achieve realistic and vibrant paintings efficiently.

Is 'Alla Prima’' by Richard Schmid suitable for



beginners?

Yes, 'Alla Prima' is suitable for both beginners and experienced painters. The book
provides detailed explanations of fundamental concepts, practical exercises, and step-by-
step demonstrations, making it accessible to artists at various skill levels.

What types of subjects does Richard Schmid cover in his
'‘Alla Prima' book?

Richard Schmid covers a wide range of subjects including portraits, landscapes, still lifes,
and figure painting. He provides guidance on handling different subject matters using the
alla prima technique.

Does Richard Schmid provide color mixing advice in
'‘Alla Prima'?

Yes, Richard Schmid offers extensive advice on color mixing, including how to create
harmonious palettes, understand color temperature, and mix accurate skin tones and
natural colors effectively.

What materials does Richard Schmid recommend for
alla prima painting?

Richard Schmid recommends using high-quality oil paints with a limited palette for better
control, sturdy brushes suited for various strokes, and primed canvases or panels. He also
discusses mediums that aid in wet-on-wet painting.

Are there any video tutorials or workshops by Richard
Schmid related to ‘Alla Prima'?

Yes, Richard Schmid has conducted workshops and there are video tutorials available that
complement the teachings in his 'Alla Prima' book. These resources provide visual
demonstrations of his painting techniques and methods.

How has 'Alla Prima' by Richard Schmid influenced
contemporary oil painters?

'‘Alla Prima' has greatly influenced contemporary oil painters by popularizing the direct,
wet-on-wet painting method. It has encouraged artists to focus on observation, color, and
brushwork, enabling them to create vibrant, realistic paintings more spontaneously and
efficiently.

Additional Resources

1. Alla Prima II: Everything I Know About Painting by Richard Schmid
This sequel to Richard Schmid’s original Alla Prima delves deeper into the techniques and



philosophies of direct painting. It offers practical advice, demonstrations, and insights
drawn from Schmid’s extensive experience. The book is an invaluable resource for artists
seeking to refine their alla prima skills and develop a personal painting style.

2. The Art of Oil Painting by Walter Foster

A comprehensive guide to oil painting techniques, this book covers fundamentals from
preparing the canvas to mastering brushwork. It offers step-by-step demonstrations and
tips that complement the alla prima approach. Ideal for beginners and intermediate
painters, it emphasizes practical application and creative expression.

3. Portrait Painting Atelier: Old Master Techniques and Contemporary Applications by
Suzanne Brooker

This book bridges traditional portrait painting methods with modern practices, ideal for
artists inspired by alla prima techniques. It includes detailed explanations on capturing
likeness, color mixing, and brushwork. The atelier style encourages hands-on learning,
making it a valuable companion for portrait painters.

4. The Oil Painting Course You've Always Wanted by Kathleen Lochen Staiger

Designed for artists of all levels, this book provides clear instructions on oil painting
fundamentals, including alla prima methods. It focuses on color theory, composition, and
paint application to help artists gain confidence. The course format encourages practice
and experimentation.

5. Expressive Oil Painting: A Practical Guide to Freeing the Artist Within by Ken Salaz
This guide emphasizes creativity and spontaneity in oil painting, aligning well with the alla
prima style’s immediacy. Salaz explores techniques for bold brushwork, color harmony,
and dynamic compositions. It inspires artists to break free from rigidity and embrace
expressive painting.

6. Color and Light: A Guide for the Realist Painter by James Gurney

While not exclusively about alla prima, this book is essential for understanding color and
lighting in realistic painting. Gurney explains how to observe and translate natural light
and color relationships effectively. This knowledge is crucial for artists working alla prima
to create vibrant, lifelike images.

7. Alla Prima Portraits: Capturing Likeness in Oil by David A. Leffel

Focused specifically on portraiture, this book demonstrates how to create compelling alla
prima portraits. Leffel shares his techniques for quick color mixing, brush handling, and
working wet-on-wet. It’s an excellent resource for artists aiming to capture the human
face with immediacy and vitality.

8. Alla Prima Painting Workshop by John Morra

This practical workshop-style book covers the essentials of alla prima painting through
demonstrations and exercises. Morra emphasizes observation, composition, and decisive
brushwork to help artists develop confidence. The book’s structured approach makes it
suitable for self-study or classroom use.

9. The Natural Way to Paint: Rendering the Figure in Oil by Charles Reid

Charles Reid’s book focuses on a loose, direct painting technique often associated with
alla prima. It offers guidance on painting figures with freshness and simplicity, avoiding
overworking. Reid’s approachable style encourages artists to trust their instincts and



paint with immediacy.
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