
PLEIN AIR PAINTING TIPS WITH SHAWN DELL JOYCE 
 

Set up: Be careful where you set up! Make sure you are not in the stream of traffic, full sun, or 
too shady.  Get the best view. 
 
Start: Make 3 thumbnail sketches using your viewfinder to simplify the landscape. Make sure to 
capture 3-5 values on each sketch. Work out different composition patterns in these sketches. 
Better to make your mistakes on a small scale at this phase than later when you have to commit 
time and expensive art supplies toward it!  
 
Transfer: Choose the sketch that resonates most with your inner vision to be the start of your 
painting. Transfer that sketch to your canvas using a grid system or crosshairs. Make the sketch 
as detailed as you wish but keep in mind that as soon as you apply color, your sketch will 
disappear! Its main purpose is to help you visualize your finished painting. 
 
Color: Lay out your palette in families of values-have at least 5 values from dark to light for each 
family. If you are painting a landscape, have a family of greens, blues, and whatever other color 
your subject is. If you have your values ready, you wont have to “hunt and peck” for the right 
color. Most of my paintings are made with 20 or less pastels.   
 
Check Your Perspective! Once you have your colors ready and your support sketched out. Take 
three giant steps backwards and look at your sketch. Check the perspective. Is the vanishing 
point clear? Are the lines parallel that need to be? Is that roof pitched correct? Clear up any 
mistakes now. 
 
Block In: Work the entire painting starting with blocking in the big shapes. I usually start from 
the back and work forward and from dark to light. My painting would start with the sky and 
distant hills, then the middle ground, and last the foreground where most of the darks will be.  
 
Focal Point: Step back after the whole surface is blocked in, and your pattern of darks are 
established. Decide at that point where the focal point will be. This will inevitably be where the 
darkest dark meets the lightest light. Make sure you know what your focal is or you will make a 
dreamy, unfocused painting that is easily forgettable.  
 
Dark to light: Start laying in your darks and working up to your lights. I start with 5; darkest 
darks and put them everywhere I see them. Then I move to 4’s and put in all the next darkest 
colors here they go, then the 3’s which is local color which may have been laid in during the 
“block in” phase, then 2’s which are reflected light and light spots, and finally the 1’s which are 
your highlights. At this point you are done! 
 
Evaluate: Step back 3 giant steps and critique your work. Is there a strong pattern of lights and 
darks? Are there any glaring perspective problems or value problems? Tweak anything that 
needs tweaking and show it to a peer.  
 
Remember that each painting is a study to help you grow. Think of them as steps in the right 
direction instead of successes or failures! 

 


