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Glazing a Mood

From subtle grays to glowing colors, how
Zhang Hong Nian brings controlled

radiance to any subject.

BY ELIZABETH EXLER

e most crocial
step in a paint-
ing comes “just
before 1 2tart o
work,” Zhang
Homg MNian ==,
*That's when [
determine the
image plus the mocd or cmc-
thon | want to cxpress.” Com:
bining complementary color
schemes with the glazing
techniques of the Old Mas-
ters, fhang has developed an
amazingly simple approach o
capturing just the right moed
for a vast repertoire of sub-
jects and environments, Use
thi= approach to give your
work the same gemdike color,
subtle stmospheric effects aml
drama that Zhang brings to
his odls,

AMOODY OUTLOOK

One of the secrets 1o Fhang's
sipeoess 5 his use of a limited
pabette, Each painting 1= Built
around mixtures of comple-
meniary colors. For exampie,
if an object 1= risdl, the alisdow
it casts will inchede some of =
complement—the color oppo-
gite it on the colar wheel—in
this case, green. Along with
red/grecn groupings he also
s Ll t'nlllplrnu'n[:.r}' T
binations purple/yellow and
blae/orange.

The dynamic relationship
between these complementary
colors is what gives punch 1o
hiz light-and-dark schemes.
“Light and dark colors push
and pull,” Lhang says. “Cood
and warm contrasis act in the
s way. Such color relstion-
ships activale a panting. For
examyphe, | may base & painting
on the complements yellow
and purple, az in Womaw
Shureking Corn. Il | want a light
painting., I'd use yellow mix-
e i EFrEaler amolins: [or a
darker painting, purple mix-

tures would demimate, The
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light/dark contrasts depend
on the domanant color af the
plece,”

Choosing the dominant
cobor is key 1o determining the
moiell of a painting, fhang
sava. To retum to his previous
emple, a vellowighl paint-
img creates a bright, cheerfl
moosd, while a purpbe-dark
painting reflects an air of mys-
tery. It's the manipulations of
the dominant color’s tempera-
tare and vahse that direct the
finer muances of mosd 1o a
HE0E,

KEEPING IT SIMPLE

Fhang is a propenent of spon-
tancity, but within limits: He
relies on a well-tested ap-
proach to his compositions

¥

i = i

Creating with Complements

and color schemes. This helps
ENsUre & painling’s Success,
“My approach allows me to
work with complete freedom,”
ke says. =1 sometimes rely on
photographs for the sake of
convenience, bul | never copy.
I'll take several shot= of the
same selup or similar sctups,
then combine the most inber-
esling elements inlo a strong
composition,”

He maps these out with a
rough sketch on paper. This
shebch fs usually very simple;
its purpose & o delermine
how the camvas will be divided
1o create a balanoed composi-
tion. He also inchodes at least
o curved line fo indicate
moation. “For me, movement is
cssenlinl,” Fhang says “It's

what brings a painting to [&e,
creates a fecling of excite-
meend, and moves the vower's
eye through the |:-:E'|r||1i||._-:,:.d

DIVING IN

fhang eschews dletaibid pre-
liminary deawings on his can-
was; his initial sketch is only
for placement and proporion.
Instead, his first R“Hl 1% Lo
cover the white surface as
guickly as possible, u=ing only
tinted @il washes diluted wath
tllr]wnlim'. He favara oil-
primed linen for an “oibon-cil”
fecling, and he paints faf-over-
lean. He usually follows the
traditional dark-to-light ap-
proach, especially when a
painting confains lots of
darker colora.

Mwmmwm;mmuwmmum
(3040 ries & redpredn scheme, with a patiem of divk reds dominaling [t painiing. Notice how Dhess
reds work with Delr Mpht-green complamenis lo pive the scane i “puncl, =
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Building Form and Color 'l
Glazring is central o Zhang's oil-painling fechnigue, in Kong Ding Girl (24x20) be wsed 2 toxiured peilow underpainling lo give form fo the
dpcaration ia thé gid's hair. Over s, he spplied cool, bioe-purple plares, which be then wiped from the highes! leriured areas, leaving
hiphlights thal secentuate Mhe lextoved brusiwork. Finally, be beilf the lifeike color of her cheek by plazing 8 cool red over sof Deshiooes.
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Sep One: Creating Movenrent Step Tooo: Adding Midtones

Zhang began Iis paiating by making & parple sheich of all the major  Once B darks wrer in place, Dvang begaa Io by io fhe mricelle valmes
comparitiona plements, Thie, be begaa liying in ins dads wilh foer i the dress pad bacigromnd. He mired theze nealenl midiones from
values of purple. I B high-key paiating, such 32 Shang plaoosd here,  Dhe pllowpurple complgmeannts.

I clarks provide the movemend thal carmes the ape fhough ihe

piece. His goal was fo establish Bhis movement ol the oufrel.

Step Three: Turning On the Lights Step Four: Shifting the Shadows

He applied his lights using four yeilows softened with purpies. Zhang  Zhang developed the subile color changes in the shadow, modeling
wahaled o mainkain strong Nphliark conlrasts, o while Mhese peliows  the fovm by changing the ralve, lemperalurg and islensity of the
almast lotnlly evariapped the midionss, they didn ! looch the darks. mples. He kel B paind i and wel 25 be worked.
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oILS

Detail: Softening Edges
Using a huily loaded brush,
Zhang painied the Nohtes! aess
with mirtures of pellow. Onca
sgatn, he avoided fowclhing the
dark patierm. Thea, be used a
elean, dry, soft brisiie brush fo
gently soften the fransiional
areas wharg planes mesl.

=1 start 1:-]. Hl.u:ﬁ:ing i Lhe
dark areas, which help define
the lighter forms in the paint-
ings,” he saye. °1 don’t overly
capcern mysell with the sub-
ject matter af the i
I'm siill thinking about the
sabject in simple. abstract
terms. The painting is sl
developing. Everything can be

painting, so pay particular at-
tention to them,” he =ays. His
are mixed from the comphe
mentary oolors on his palette,
“producing a beautifisl assort-
mecnt of neutral gray lones that
e b to U paining.”

Finally, £hang builds up
the light sreas by micing his
colors Swith kotz of white™ He
usies an impaste technique
when applying his lights The
thick paint helps him sculp
his form for a greater sense of
volume and mass. The goal
here is o give dinwensional ob-
jects a textured feel that will
hield up under the transperent
ghares o follow,

ANEUTRALVIEW
With his basic composition in
place, Zhang turns Lo Lrans-
parent glazes o intensify his
paintings. When oil colors are
glazed, transparent layers

ically fuse with the under-
Iying paint layers, The thin
application of transparent ofl
acts like a liguid film over dry
colors, enriching aml unifying
a painting. Light reflecting
thraugh the hu;pa.;mltﬂla.}m
: z . creates a range of glowing
Step Five: Reaching a Finale cobor, from delicate 1o radiant.
After lelling (e painting dry about hwo weeks, Zhang rad plares lo forther cevelop form. He mniffed the “When applying a glaze, |
piece with 2 m::: appiied over the entirg surface. Then, he complefed Woman Shucking Com  handle it freely, just barely
{24x20) by wsing plares fo strangthen some local colors, sueh a5 the red in the com and the woman's fage,  touching or dabbing cerain
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Verrtafions on a Limifed
Color Scheme

Zhang's hmiled-palefte approsch
pilaces @ premiom on vanations
i walue aad lemperatone, o
Working Together (30x24), for
pample, be pied § wimely of
complementary bives and
aranges fo create rich color
while relaining a gentle mood,

spds b create color high-
light=." Zhang sawvs. 1 also
s=ometimes cover the entire
painiing with a monochromat.
b glame, But [ makee sure ot 1o
use an even coat. [ want to ene-
e some diversily—some see-
tions are =ofter, somwe darker
and some brighter.”

Glarimg isn't merely a ool
to creale pretty colors; itU's a
means o controd the relative
Eghiness and darkness of col-
ars (see “Glazing Basics™ on
next pagel, which in tam can
contnol mood. 1 can completely
change the mood by glazing
o color over the eatire paint.
ing.” he says,

Ma.inu.ining his reliance
o cHmplementany colors even
a5 he glazes, fhang uses them
1o ereale modulations in color.
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For example, he may apply
wirm glares of orange,hrown,
orange, red amd orange over a
transparent blue to help new-
trafize iL The neuiral zhades
these combinations produce
will be notably different, yei
similar cnough o be used to
dezcribe subtle valoe shifis in
even the deepest shadows.
Drark tomes created in this way
take on a depth and luster
unrivaled by the brightest col-
ors straight from the tube,
Fhang wses this glazing
approach to boeak up an over-
pewering color, enlven a dull
codor, ar change the characier
of an underpainting, Jewel-like
glazed arcas offect by large
areas of neutral topes guaran-
e that the painting will have a
hrilliant, lestrous look.

As he brings a painting to
completion, fhang thinks in
terms of accents, rather than
details. Depending on what he
wants lo convey, he may wse
light or dark cobors in conjunc-
5o with :h;q'p or buarred
brushstrokes. Because of the
drying time involved, the total
number of glazes varies with
painting =ize. Larger pieces
gt four or five glazes, while
srmaller works get six to eight.
It takes from three days to two
works for cach glaze to dry., "I
the surface k=nt sticky to the
touch, the pamt is dry enough
o mccept another glaze,” he
Sy

OLD BECOMES NEW

£hang haz melded conven:
tional complementary color
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theory and the traditional ofl
painting technbque of glazing
into a springboard for a mone
personal avenue of expres.
sion. Try this approach, and
apen & new doeor to vibrant,
shimmecring cobor in cils. &

Elizabeth Exler (s a New York
Clity-bazed painter and pring-
waker weke kas wrilten widely
on arf and arfisl as sell a3 art
bechuigues and materials,




a =oft brush or rag. To prevent the thin
paint from drippéng, many arists prefer
fo lay their canvas (lat when glazing.

Step Two: Strengthening Color

Finally, it's critical to wait until your underpainting i= dry
encugh that the glazges cover the previous bayers without
altering them, After apphving the glaze, bet it dry for a fiew min-
utes, then smooth it with clean, dry brushes.

—EE

Zhang created 3 sirong ares of loeal eolor fn he Face wilh roge
madder (right], Me also ised wanm and cool greens i heiphien
thee ol color of e bird, wiich fa fum brooght owl the neciral

greens troeghout the priating,

About the Artist

Born in China, Zhang Hong
Nian's painting life was overiaken
by forced rural labor during the
couniry's cultural revolution. He
eventually succeeded in becoming
a governaent artisl and was even
elected Chinese Artist of the Year
by the AllChina Art Association in
1979, It wasn't ualil he came in
contact with Titsetan nomads that
Fhang felt he'd found his creative
voice. I admired the Tibetans'

primitive love of nature,” he savs, He was also inspired by

the natural light and pure colors of the Tibctan plains, and

created several serbes of paindings depicting nomadic life.
Jhang's work has been exhibited around the world in

(slazing is the process of applying

thinned, transparent layers of oll over

maore opagque lavers of color, These

transparent layvers allow you fo adjust

the loak of the uaderlying layers. For

examphe, if a color is 0o cool, you can ; P

glaze over it with 2 warmer tone, Or, if a Step One: Beginning to Glaze

color’s oo dark, add a lighter glaze. Glaring is the final sltep in Zhang's

One secrel Lo glazing is using cnough painting process. In the detall af feft,

colar in the mixture—don’t merely tint fhe 't essantially fnished Gil with Bird

the underpainting. (22:20) and allowed the painting lo dry
Glazes are applicd in a direct man- for about hwo weeks. Then, he chose

ner, bat to ensure uniformity, they usa-

ally have to be manipulated once theyre mm"“m';"“ﬂ'“

on the canvas. To achieve the proper porple—at

resulis, you'll need to use transparent redigreen complementary paletie (red

colors and dilute them with a glazing and ilue ke povple; blue i &

medium, which makes the paint more component of green). He applied these

workable, Thangs medium iz equal purples over the entirg sorface, using

parts rpentine, stand oil, refined lin- ihe cool puvple for shadow aress and

seed oil and damar varnish, plus several the warmer one for areas in light. This

drops of cobalt drier. wnified the painting and added a sense
The resulting mixture has a soupy of atmasphers.

consistency, and should be applied with

such venues as the Museum of Modern Art in San Diego
(California), The Harvard Unbversity Museum (Cambridge,
Massachusetiz), and the National Museum of China
(Bejing). He currently ves in Wosdstock, Mew York, whene
hie teaches at the Woodsiock School of At
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