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Speed
Harold Speed, a renowned 20th-

century British painter and
teacher, left behind a legacy that
continues to inspire artists today.
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His meticulous approach to oil
painting, detailed in his influential
book *The Practice and Science of
Drawing and Painting*, provides a
rich understanding of both the oil

painting techniques and
materials essential for achieving
mastery. This article delves into
Speed's methods, exploring his

preferred materials, his emphasis
on drawing as a foundational skill,

and the practical application of
his techniques for achieving

realistic and expressive artwork.
We will also examine his unique
approach to color mixing and

value studies, key components
of his overall artistic philosophy.

Understanding
Harold Speed's

Artistic Philosophy
Speed's approach to painting
wasn't merely about technical
skill; it was rooted in a deep

understanding of form, light, and
shadow. He believed that a

strong foundation in drawing was



Oil Painting Techniques And Materials
Harold Speed

Oil Painting Techniques And Materials
Harold Speed

3

paramount, emphasizing the
importance of accurately

observing and representing the
three-dimensional world on a two-

dimensional surface. This
foundational skill forms the
bedrock of his oil painting

techniques. He championed a
systematic approach,

encouraging artists to break down
complex subjects into

manageable components,
meticulously studying value,
form, and color relationships
before applying paint to the
canvas. This deliberate and

methodical process is a hallmark
of his teaching, influencing
generations of artists who
appreciate his precise and
detailed instructions on oil

painting materials.

Key Oil Painting
Materials Favored
by Harold Speed

Speed's preference for traditional
oil painting materials reflects
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his commitment to quality and
longevity. He advocated for the
use of high-quality pigments,

linseed oil, and prepared
canvases. Let's explore some

specifics:

Pigments: Speed
emphasized the importance
of using pure, finely ground
pigments for their vibrancy

and permanence. He
discouraged the use of

cheap, adulterated
pigments that could fade or
crack over time. His focus

was on achieving rich,
luminous colors through

careful selection and
mixing.

Linseed Oil: This
traditional medium was

central to Speed's
technique. He used it

sparingly, favoring a lean-
to-fat layering approach to

prevent cracking and
ensure the longevity of the
painting. He meticulously

controlled the amount of oil
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in each layer, ensuring a
durable and stable final
product. This control is a

critical part of his oil
painting techniques.

Canvases: Speed
recommended using well-

prepared canvases,
ensuring a smooth, even
surface that would accept

the paint smoothly. He
detailed the process of

preparing canvases,
emphasizing the

importance of proper
stretching and priming to

avoid future issues.

Mastering Harold
Speed's Oil Painting

Techniques
Speed's techniques are

characterized by their precision
and methodical approach. He

stressed the importance of
understanding the underlying
structure of the subject before



Oil Painting Techniques And Materials
Harold Speed

Oil Painting Techniques And Materials
Harold Speed

6

applying paint. Here are some
key elements of his methods:

Underpainting: Speed
often employed a

monochrome underpainting
in a neutral tone (often a
warm gray or brown) to
establish the values and
forms of the subject. This

provided a solid foundation
for subsequent layers of
color. This underpainting

stage significantly
influences the final
appearance, further

highlighting the importance
of preparation in his oil
painting techniques.

Layering: He advocated
for a lean-to-fat layering

approach, applying thinner
layers of paint initially and
gradually increasing the oil

content in subsequent
layers. This helped to
prevent cracking and

ensure the durability of the
painting.
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Value Studies: Speed
emphasized the crucial role
of value in creating depth
and form. He encouraged

artists to meticulously
study the values in their

subject matter before
beginning to paint, using

value studies to understand
the interplay of light and

shadow. He considered this
a cornerstone of his oil
painting techniques.

Color Mixing: His
approach to color mixing

was equally deliberate and
precise. He stressed the

importance of
understanding color

relationships and creating
harmonious palettes. He
encouraged artists to mix

their own colors rather than
relying on pre-mixed tubes,

believing this gave them
greater control over the

final result.
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Practical
Application and

Benefits of Speed's
Methods

The benefits of adopting Speed's
methods are numerous. His

meticulous approach fosters a
deep understanding of the

fundamentals of painting, leading
to greater control, precision, and
expressive power. By focusing on

the underlying structure and
values of the subject, artists can

create paintings that are both
realistic and evocative. The
longevity achieved through

careful material selection and
layering techniques ensures that

the artwork will endure for
generations. Furthermore,

understanding Speed's system
allows for a deeper appreciation
of the artistic process, moving

beyond mere technique to a more
holistic and expressive form of

painting.
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Conclusion
Harold Speed's legacy extends far

beyond his own paintings. His
profound understanding of oil

painting techniques and
materials, coupled with his

emphasis on rigorous training,
provides a roadmap for aspiring
and established artists alike. By

embracing his systematic
approach, artists can develop a
deeper understanding of form,
value, color, and the underlying
principles of artistic expression.
His meticulous methods, while
demanding, ultimately lead to

greater control, precision, and a
mastery of the medium that
results in works of enduring
beauty and lasting quality.

Frequently Asked
Questions

Q1: What is the lean-to-fat
layering principle advocated

by Harold Speed?
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A1: The lean-to-fat principle
refers to the application of paint

with progressively higher oil
content in successive layers. The
initial layers should be lean (less

oil), while subsequent layers
become progressively fatter

(more oil). This approach
prevents cracking and ensures
the longevity of the painting.

Failure to follow this principle can
lead to cracking or flaking of the

paint film over time.

Q2: Why did Speed emphasize
the importance of drawing

skills?

A2: Speed believed that drawing
formed the crucial foundation for

successful painting. Accurate
observation and the ability to

translate three-dimensional forms
onto a two-dimensional surface
were, in his view, essential for

creating realistic and convincing
paintings. He saw drawing as a

means of understanding the
underlying structure of the

subject before applying paint.
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Q3: What types of brushes did
Harold Speed typically

recommend?

A3: While Speed didn't specify
particular brands, he emphasized

the importance of using high-
quality brushes made from

natural hog bristle or sable hair,
depending on the desired effect.
He stressed the importance of
proper brush care to maintain

their shape and longevity.

Q4: Can I use modern oil
paints with Speed’s

techniques?

A4: Yes, you can adapt Speed’s
techniques to modern oil paints.
However, it's crucial to carefully
examine the pigment quality and

ensure they are lightfast and
durable. Some modern paints

may have different drying times
than traditional pigments,

potentially requiring adjustments
to the layering process.

Q5: How can I find more
information about Harold
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Speed's techniques?

A5: The primary source is his
book, *The Practice and Science

of Drawing and Painting*.
Numerous secondary sources,

including articles, online tutorials,
and blog posts, also interpret and

expand upon his teachings.
Searching for "Harold Speed oil
painting techniques" online will

yield valuable resources.

Q6: Is Harold Speed's method
suitable for all painting

styles?

A6: While Speed's methods are
rooted in realism, the underlying

principles of value, form, and
color control are transferable to

other styles. The systematic
approach and emphasis on

understanding the fundamentals
can benefit any painter,

regardless of their chosen style.
However, the level of detail may

need to be adjusted to suit
different approaches.

Q7: What is the significance
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of value studies in Speed's
method?

A7: Value studies are a crucial
preparatory step in Speed's

approach. By carefully analyzing
and rendering the tonal

relationships in the subject, the
artist establishes a strong

foundation for their painting,
ensuring accurate representation
of form and depth through light
and shadow. This understanding
of values underpins the overall

success of his oil painting
techniques.

Q8: How can I improve my
color mixing skills according

to Speed's principles?

A8: Speed advocated for
understanding the color wheel
and mixing colors from primary

pigments rather than relying
solely on pre-mixed tubes.

Practicing color mixing exercises,
studying the color relationships in
your subjects, and experimenting
with different combinations will
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enhance your skills, aligning with
Speed’s emphasis on control and

precision in his oil painting
materials and techniques.

Delving into the
World of Oil

Painting
Techniques and

Materials: A Harold
Speed Perspective

Examining the vibrant landscape
of oil painting requires

understanding not only the
techniques but also the nuances
of material option. Harold Speed,
a celebrated figure in the world of

art teaching, presented
invaluable insights into these

aspects, bequeathing a heritage
that continues to inspire artists
currently. This article will delve

into Speed's methods to oil
painting, emphasizing his focus
on both the technical elements

and the artistic objectives.
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Speed's publications, particularly
his influential book "The Practice
and Science of Drawing," while
primarily focused on drawing,
casts considerable light on his

views regarding painting
materials and techniques. He

championed a organized
approach to learning,

emphasizing the significance of
essential skills before beginning

on more complex works. This
base is essential in understanding

his opinion on oil painting
materials.

One of the primary aspects of
Speed's teaching was the value of

superior materials. He felt that
using poor materials would
impede the artist's ability to

achieve the desired results. He
advised using genuine pigments,
crushed to a fine texture, and a

high-quality drying oil as a
vehicle. The choice of oil is

critical; the features of the oil
influence the hardening time,
sheen, and the total texture of

the completed painting.
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Speed also emphasized the
significance of understanding the
properties of different pigments.
He advised artists to experiment

with various pigments to find
their unique properties and how

they behave with each other. This
exploratory strategy allowed

artists to develop a deep
understanding of their materials

and approaches.

Beyond the materials themselves,
Speed's insights on methodology

were equally valuable. He
supported a step-by-step

development of the painting,
placing down coats of paint

methodically. He emphasized the
value of accurate drawing and

composition as a groundwork for
the painting. This precise

technique ensured that the final
artwork was well-organized and

visually attractive.

Applying Speed's principles in
your own oil painting practice

demands dedication and
endurance. It entails thoroughly
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selecting your materials,
comprehending their properties,

and practicing regular methods. It
is a process of exploration, one

that rewards the dedicated artist
with a greater knowledge of their
craft and a higher level of artistic

control.

In conclusion, Harold Speed’s
influence to the awareness of oil

painting techniques and materials
remains important. His emphasis

on quality materials and a
systematic method to painting

offers a invaluable foundation for
artists of all levels. By grasping

his concepts, artists can improve
their techniques and achieve a

higher standard of artistic
excellence.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQs):

1. Q: Where can I find Harold
Speed's works?

A: Many of Speed's books, such
as "The Practice and Science of

Drawing," are obtainable virtually
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and through second-hand
vendors. Check sites like Amazon

or Abebooks.

2. Q: Are Speed's techniques
suitable for beginners?

A: While Speed's system is
comprehensive, the fundamental
ideas he instructs are applicable
to artists at any level. Beginners

may find it advantageous to
concentrate on mastering the
basics before moving to more

complex methods.

3. Q: What type of oil is best
for oil painting, according to
Speed’s implicit suggestions?

A: Speed subtly recommends
high-quality flaxseed oil. This is a
traditional choice known for its
characteristics that add to the

longevity and gloss of the
painting.

4. Q: How crucial is the quality
of pigments in Speed's

method?
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A: Speed emphatically believes
that using superior pigments is

essential for attaining best
results. The characteristics of the
pigment substantially affect the

hue, texture, and total
appearance of the painting.
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