Directions for floating...

  The reason we want to float color onto a painted item is to add a shaded area (a shadow) or a highlighted area (a sunny spot). Some painters call this technique "shading " and some call it "floating." I believe the technique is "to float" and calling it shading or highlighting tells you if you are adding a darker shadow or a lighted area. 

How to float...
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 I will talk about floating with an angle brush, but you can also do this with a flat or a filbert. I learned on an angle and believe its easiest to use.

 Angle Brush bristles - its like a flat brush with the ends of the bristles (or hairs) cut off at an angle instead of straight across. The longer bristles are the pointed end and the shorter bristles is the heel end.                    

 What we are doing when we load our brush... We are mixing and blending paint & water on the brush in order to achieve a result that has solid paint on the pointed edge and gradually becomes more and more transparent as you go towards the heel edge. The heel edge will be clear with no paint in the water.

The technique...

1-Use fresh acrylic paint. If you use a thicker paint (like decoart or a tube type) stir in a drop of water into the paint puddle. Put new paint out when your puddle of paint starts to dry out or gets a skin on it. 

2-Use an acrylic palette paper to blend on. You need a flat surface.
3- Wet your brush & touch the wet bristles to your Viva paper towel (viva is best).When you touch it, you only want to remove some of the water, not all of it. Touch it just until the shine disappears from the bristles. This will take some trial and error until you are comfortable with the amount of water you have left in the brush. Room temperature, hot lights, a fan on, the surface prep and the brand of brush can make a difference in how it works.

4- Dip your damp brush into the fresh paint-only dipping the longer pointed
 end into the paint. You want the point to look like a triangle of paint is on it 
and have the paint go about 1/3 (to ½ max) the way across the cut end of
 the bristles. There should be paint on both the front and back side of the bristles.

5- Immediately go to your palette paper and blend the paint and water that are on the
 brush together in a straight, stroking, pulling motion. You need to lay your bristles down
 on the paper so they are somewhat bent and you are pressing down some-enough to release some of the water from the brush onto the palette. (Your handle should be at about a 45° angle.) Do a pulling motion towards you that is about 1" long. You will do many pulling strokes IN THE SAME SPOT, going over and over the paint you just put down. Remember you are blending, but want to keep the heel side of the bristles clean-without paint. I usually do 6 -8 or even more pulling strokes for each load. After a while it will be come a habit and you won’t have to think about each step.

6- now go to a scrap piece of wood or heavier paper and do a stoke to see how your float looks. If it looks dry and the color kind of skips - then you don't have enough water in your brush. If the color runs all the way across your bristles it could be 2 things.... the way you blended got paint all across your brush OR you might have too much water in the brush.  Rinse it out and start over. (  You can do a couple of floats with one (good) load but when its out of paint you should always rinse your brush out before doing the next float- don’t try to just add more -it will mess up.) ***Be sure that the tip of all bristles are touching the surface when you apply your float. Its easier to wipe off extra with a qtip if it gets where you don’t want it than to try to stay in a tiny area and it go on messy.

**Always do your blending strokes on a new path on the palette paper. If you use an old path it can dry (flaky) and you will end up with a bad float.

Once you get the hang of it....   (I used to paint a lot on wood but most of this applies to canvas painting too.)
7- Now go to your wood with your blended brush load and do your floating stroke, putting the paint edge of the brush next to the line you wish to float under. If in doubt, look at the photo of the finished project and see where the sun or light source is coming from. This will tell you where to put your (shadow) shading & highlights. Squinting at a picture helps too.
Try slightly dampening your wood right before you apply a float and also try pouncing the water edge of your float with a dry mop brush (or a really soft, fluffy, round, DRY brush) to soften your floated edge. 

After you are comfortable with the above directions.... you can try some of the stuff below.

Floating tips 1-16

1-Use the largest brush you can for the space you are shading.

2-If using decoart paints or any thicker ones, stir in a drop or 2 of water (or extender water) and it will be much easier to use. Soft creamy paint is best.
3-“Extender water”- I like to add a couple of healthy squirts of JoSonja retarder & antique medium (or an acrylic extender medium) to a small baby food jar of water. I use this for my floating water, linework and whatever else you use clean water for when you want the paint to stay wet a little longer. 

4-Use viva paper towels and just blot your brush off enough to remove the shine. The temp, humidity and even the heat from your lamp can effect the way the floating goes on and might be different from day to day.

5-Use a clean fresh sheet of palette paper. I close my cover sheet or leave the dirty one on until I start to paint the next time. A sheet that has sat out can acquire alot of dust and just doesn't work as well as a new sheet.

6-You can put a thin sheen of ext.water onto your wood right before floating, not alot and put it on in an area that’s wider than your brush is, but only under where your float will be. The paint might “bleed” outside of your area.
7- Start your float in a damp spot and it will be softer and not show the "starting" point. I just load my brush to float like normal then touch the spot with the water side (heel)of my brush tip and turn the brush back, put the point side down & start floating.

8-when ending a float and you can see the "ending" point (puddle)- just ever so softly touch that end with your ring finger, wipe finger with thumb and repeat if needed. You don't want to remove all the paint and leave a fingerprint- just remove a little of the dampness and your ending will be softer. (or use a qtip or mop brush and absorb the excess)

9- Anytime you think your float needs a little help,like if your water side shows a line of paint instead of being transparent, very softly pounce it straight up and down with a soft mop brush on the water side of your float. 

10-Dry your mop on a towel right after pouncing.  To clean mop while painting, wipe on alcohol-wet paper towel- or a baby wipe. Don’t get it all wet.
11_Clean mop with your usual method to clean brushes at the end of the day, then do not add any conditioner or soap to shape it like you might do with your other brushes. Instead, roll the mop between your hands and blow into the bristles to fluff it up, until its nearly dry. (can use hairdryer too)

12- A cheap waterpaint round brush works good for a mop too. 

13-Brush and Blend (decoart) or blending gel (plaid?) is nice to work with too. Brush on a thin layer of it in a larger path than your brush width is and  float on it. Then mop it. Grumbacher has a retarder gel too.
14-***When loading your brush for floating, you are actually mixing the paint and water together in the middle section of the bristles,but keeping the water edge clean and the paint edge mostly paint. It helps to push down when you do your pulling/mixing /patting strokes on the pallette, to release some water onto the pallette to help mix the paint and water together. You will pick it up with each next stroke. Do several of these pulling strokes-at least 8 or more to load the brush. 

15- Some people do a pulling stroke towards them (laying down & preparing only one side of the brush) and some will do a back and forth sweeping motion (laying down both sides of the brush). Try both and see what works best for you. I do both methods. Keep them straight and short-1" - and stay in the same path for all the strokes.

16- Sometimes when all of my basecoats are finished I will buff my painting (wood)with a piece of brown grocery sack paper, then wipe with a damp paper towel. The floating will go on much easier.

If using canvas you might want to basecoat using enough paint to fill in the weave of the canvas. You can also lightly sand a course canvas with a fine grit sandpaper before beginning.  The best advice is to practice a lot.
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