
© 2017  Roz Stendahl. rozjournalrat@gmail.com    The “Rick” Color Chart–1

The Colors I Decide To Test
I believe it’s important to test the pigments we use in 
“real” conditions. Too many of my color theory students 
arrive in class wanting to make endless bar or swatch 
charts to see “every” possibility in color mixing before 
they get to actual painting. While some preliminary bar 
and swatch chart creation can be useful it’s important to 
jump in and start using the pigments.

This fall (2017) I purchased the recently released 
Schmincke pan watercolor box released by Wet Paint. The 
set came with the following colors:

344 Perylene Red Dark
359 Saturn Red
483 Cobalt Azure
477 Phthalo Sapphire
222 Yellow Orange
205 Rutile Yellow
370 Potter’s Pink
371 Perylene Violet
784 Perylene Green
789 Hematite Black
513 Viridian
672 Mahogany

As with any set I am never particularly happy. I buy 
sets for the following reasons:

1. The set contains enough colors that I can use or like to 
use that the set cost is actually a savings over buying the 
individual paint tubes or pans.

2. The set comes in a container that I want but can’t get 
any other way.

Because of reason two I purchased in 1998 a compact 
Winsor and Newton Cotman watercolor set. I wanted the 
plastic palette but didn’t want the paints. At that time 
the sets sold for $14.00. The same box with Winsor and 
Newton artist grade paint was selling for $80.00. I don’t 
like Winsor and Newton paint (I prefer Daniel Smith tube 
paint), so spending $80 to get a box with paint I’ll toss is 
ridiculous, but spending $14—that’s a bargain.

You can see that plastic palette in this post 
http://rozwoundup.com/2008/10/travel-palettes-for-water-
color-and-gouache.html

The palette is in the center bottom area of the photo 
that starts the post. This palette is now almost 20 years 
old. I have refilled it many times with my Daniel Smith 
Tube Paints. It is still in great condition. It was a terrific 
$14 purchase. I liked it so much I even bought another 
one when the prices went up to $17 a couple years later. 
I’m glad I did. I have no idea if this type of palette is still 

produced by Winsor and Newton, but I am very happy to 
have them, without the Cotman paints.

With the Schmincke pan palette offered by Wet Paint 
I not only liked that brand of paint, but liked 8 of the 12 
colors it came with. And I loved the not-quite-square box 
it was being sold in. I have been using this box configura-
tion since 2000 when you could buy the empty boxes for 
about what this set was selling for (so another economic 
solution).

Regular readers of my blog will know that I routinely 
adapt my boxes to carry more pans than they are intend-
ed to carry. This isn’t because I believe you need to have 
every color under the sun. Typically I work with a very 
limited palette of 8 or colors.

I adapt my palettes to carry more colors because I 
like to test colors while sketching in the field and like 
to paint one sketch with one set of pigments and then 
immediately paint the same subject matter with another 
set of pigments. Then I can compare paintings done under 
the same circumstances and decide which pigments are 
working best for me.

This fall I adapted this box to contain 28 colors. 
If you would like ideas on how to adapt your box to 

hold more pans see this blog post 
http://rozwoundup.com/2017/08/fitting-more-pans-in-a-
square-metal-palette-from-schmincke.html

Despite the fact that I haven’t used virdian for 30 years 
I decided to leave it in the box for testing. I therefore kept 
all the colors initially.

To the initial selection of colors I added the following:

215 Lemon Yellow: There was no cool yellow in the 
existing box.

655 Yellow Ochre: I wanted to test it in portrait sketches.

214 Chromium Orange Hue: I didn’t like the orange 
range in the box and wanted to try something different 
from my usual Indian Yellow and Trans. Orange.

650 Spinel Brown: This didn’t make the cut for inclusion 
in my spring/summer testing box and I still had a desire 
to see what it would do. (As you’ll see I’m still waiting.)

661 Burnt Sienna: This is one of my go-to colors that 
I use for mixing dark neutrals with Indanthrone Blue 
(PB60) typically 498 Dark Blue in this line. 

649 English Venetian Red: I enjoy mixing this with dark 
blues as well to get opaque warm darks.

658 Mars Brown: Another Brown I was interested in 
testing.
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645 Indian Red (Caput Mortum): Mixed with dark blues 
it gives an opaque, purplish range of neutrals.

356 Rose Madder: I’m always looking for pinks, but this 
was ruled out almost immediately as it doesn’t do much 
that I can’t do with Quin Magenta diluted and it’s a lot 
less lightfast.

366 Perylene Maroon: A rich dark red I like to have on 
hand, especially when sketching chickens.

369 Quin Magenta: I like to use this as my cool red. It 
was out of stock so I had to use Daniel Smith’s Quin 
Magenta.

482 Delft Blue: Another formulation of PB60. I decided 
to include this “brighter” formulation in this test box 
instead of my usual 498, to see how easily I can achieve 
the dark neutrals I like with my browns.

475 Helio Turquoise: I include this in all my palettes. 
It sometimes stands in for my “cool” blue. It makes 
wonderful neutralized lavender grays with my reds and 
browns.

509 Cobalt Teal: Also on all my palettes as I love the 
brightness and lightness and hate colors in the cerulean 
range.

537 Transparent Green Gold: Purchased to test in the 
spring/summer testing box, but not used. I decided to 
include it here as a quick green for light on fall foliage.

From the above list it’s easy to see that what interests 
me most is achieving dark neutrals ranging from warm to 
cool which I can use for my sketches of animals. But I’m 
also constantly interested in looking at an evolving my use 
of colors for human skintones.

The First Tests
The first set of tests I decided to do, because I had some 
time on my hands, was to make a series of 12 portraits of 
the same person, using different combinations of the pig-
ments included in my expanded box.

I had been using most of the colors in the box at one 
time or other so it wasn’t necessary to repeat certain com-
binations, or to do elaborate blending charts.

Instead I picked 12 photos from a gallery on Sktchy. 
This is an app where people post images of themselves 
that you can sketch from. The model I used, Rick, is always 
posting costumed poses, and he has a beard. So his images 
made a nice start.

Criteria
Whenever I do testing and experimentation or work in a 
series, which this essentially is (a series of 12) I set some 
ground rules as to approach, time spent, materials, etc.

For this test I wanted to make 12 small portrait studies 
of Rick using different pigment combinations from the test 
box. I wanted to work quickly with a pencil sketch (less 
than 1 minute) and the addition of watercolor in large 
value masses (also quickly). 

Another goal was to keep things loose and avoid fussy 
details. I didn’t stick to this goal. There are several sketch-
es here where I veer off into more detail. But then I would 
bring myself back.

I worked over 4 days sketching for about 90 minutes 
each night. I did three portraits each on the first and sec-
ond days, two portraits the third day, and four portraits on 
the final day.

I didn’t get to test all the pigments that need testing. 
For instance I didn’t do any tests with Mars Brown. Those 
tests will have to wait for another day.

I had one other criteria/goal. I 
wanted to rub out colors as I worked. 
I wanted to see how various colors, 
staining or not, picked up. So I kept 
a scrubbing brush near me and in 
many of the portraits I used it to lift 
color.

Procedure 
On the first evening the first thing 
I did was divide my page of TH/
Saunders Waterford 140 lb. Hot Press 
watercolor paper into squares. (It has 
a slightly creamy white color.)

I could have done this with a ruler 
and some math—instead I simply took 
some Nichiban masking tape that I 
know works gently on this paper, and 
eye-balled the placement of the tape 

Left: Swatches I made of my final 
selection for the testing box. This is on 
off-white TH Saunders/Waterford 140 lb. 
Hot Press watercolor paper.
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across and down the page. I ended up with three rows of 
boxes that are almost all exactly 2 inches square, so it was a 
fast way for me to proceed. I like to get right to the painting. 
(I did decades of hand-paste up for printing and some of the 
skills stay with you even though we are all digital now.)

Once the tape was in place I added a spongy stamp of 
Trans. Green Yellow in the final three boxes. You will see 
that color coming through in those images.

Why did I do that? Well I wanted to test that color but 
didn’t feel strongly about what I wanted to mix it with and 
it was light enough in value to provide a texture/first layer 
for experimentation. I often put prepainted backgrounds on 
the page—I seem unable to help myself from doing this.

Then I simply selected a reference image and decided 
which pigments to use. 

Initially my color choice was going to be simply based 
on the colors I was testing. But for images 7, 10, and 11, 
there were hints of magenta or red in those photos so I 
went with the photo’s colors to some extent. Sometimes I 
completely ignored the colors I saw in the photos—I was 
focusing on values.

For the first two sketches I wanted to focus on what 
Hematite would do with mixes since that’s the color I was 

most suspicious of. I haven’t had a black pigment on my 
palette for probably 25 years, preferring to mix dark neu-
trals from the range of colors already in play. But it was in 
the purchased set and I thought why not.

Hematite and Cobalt Azure were my first choice. And 
so it went.

You can see the finished portraits above and the color 
pigments selected in the chart on the next page.

Removing the Tape
When I finished all the paintings there was of course that 
moment of excitement when you remove the tape and the 
images shine as little baubles on the page, uncluttered by 
the tape color and splotches of paint. I put a little video to-
gether on how to carefully remove tape and hope to have 
it posted with this PDF in the same blog post. (Or I’ll add 
it as soon as I can.)

Above:The completed chart. I started at the top left and worked 
left to right, then right to left, and then left to right. You can see 
the list of pigments used for each sketch in the chart on the next 
page.
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Test Results
What did I learn. Well surprisingly I learned that I really 
enjoy working with Hematite Black. It’s a sort of light 
grayish color and it neutralizes pigments in some fun 
ways and has a bit of granulation which is always interest-
ing. For now I’m going to keep it on the palette.

I haven’t come to any decision about the browns yet. I 
haven’t tested Spinel Brown or Mars Brown yet and I love 
all the browns I used in the chart. I can see myself using 
them all in different ways going forward. Sometimes the 
eye wants what the eye wants.

I will continue tests with browns in various combina-
tions with blues to see which will go into a current limited 
palette.

For blues I found that was quite happy with Delft Blue 
and didn’t need my darker blue right now. So I’ll be going 
ahead with it in my limited palette.

I’m on the fence with Sapphire Blue. This color re-
places Helio Blue Reddish which is one of the colors that 
brought me to the Schmincke line in the first place. When 
you mix that color with some reds you get wonderful 
lavenders, it’s staining and so you get a lot of impact. And 

it isn’t as green leaning as other blues. I really don’t like 
blues that lean towards the green.

Sapphire Blue just doesn’t seem to work the same for 
me. I’ve been working with Helio Blue Reddish quite a 
lot lately because I had several pans of it purchased by 
mistake. (You know how it is, you go to the paint store to 
pick up one color but don’t have the palette with you and 
think, well I’m using this a lot so I’d better get one of those 
while I’m here…always have a list!)

I’ll keep working with this color and I may simply 
swipe it out for a Phthalo Blue Red Shade from Daniel 
Smith if my opinion doesn’t change. I just can’t put my 
finger on it right now, but something bothers me.

 I confirmed that Viridian is too wimpy for me. In por-
trait 10 it could make a lovely range of neutrals (warm and 
cool) with Quin Magenta, but those neutrals were all too 
light in value for me. I felt I was chasing contrast for too 
long and getting fussy to no good purpose.

Viridian has been removed from the palette. So has 
Rose Madder, a pink I wanted to try. It’s too light in value, 
and also not as lightfast as other options.

Above: Pigments used in each portrait are listed. The chart lists 
the brushes used.
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I am still on the fence with Yellow Ochre. It’s sort of 
bland, but maybe I need that sometimes in faces, it’s not a 
bad thing to occasionally have normal skintones?! Yellow 
Ochre would be useful across the spectrum of skintones. 
I’ll keep trying it in larger studies to see how interesting 
larger passages of color look.

In images 7 and 9 you’ll see that I was working with 
analogous colors to see if with these particular pairs I 
could get enough contrast. With 7 I thought it necessary to 
add in some Hematite. I could have pushed it more to the 
blue and upped the contrast, but I like the decision I made 
here.

One big surprise for me was that I liked Saturn Red 
(portrait 12). It has a nice pinkish/peachy glow to it that 
could be useful in both dark and light complexions.

Going Forward
Sometimes the thing you learn from tests is where you 
need to go with future tests. This experiment is no  
exception.

I find myself still undecided on my browns. I could 
see myself using most of them in a variety of situations. 
Images 2, 4, 5, and 6 are all pleasing to me. Image 11 tells 
me that I can get some of those colors and contrast by mix-
ing colors already on the palette. I prefer the liveliness that 
results from mixing a color instead of using one straight 
from the tube or pan. 

What is needed is a head to head comparison between 
these various mixes. Then I’ll be able to remove some 
brown pigments from my palette.

The yellow-orange range I put together here to test 
performed well, but now I have to compare it to other yel-
lows and oranges I’ve always seen as essential. That will 
lead to some difficult choices.

Why weed the colors down to a limited palette? 

Well when you’re sketching you can make faster  
decisions with a limited palette. Also if you are working 
with a small core of colors to mix all your colors you can 
maintain a sense of harmony through out.

Those are all great things.
It doesn’t mean you can’t use the “leftover” colors 

now and then, popping them into the palette for a day out 
in the field, or use them in the studio.

While I have only removed 2 of the 28 colors from this 
test palette I’m really happy with the information I got 
from this testing approach.

I know that I’ll now start to do larger studies, perhaps 
in the 5 x 5 inch range, to test the comparisons I’ve men-
tioned above as still necessary.

I also discovered that I enjoyed working with the 
Spring 2017 28-color box I made up to take the 2017  
Minnesota State Fair much more than this box. The color 
choices were closer to my norm and therefore easier to 
adjust to in the fast-paced sketching situations of the Fair. 

The selection I wrote of today was good because it 
pushed me to try some new combinations, but now I have 
the added task of losing some of the spring colors as well 
as some colors in the fall box.

I suspect what will happen is that I’ll end up with 2 or 
three smaller palettes set up for particular subject matter, 
and I’ll practice with those for a while.

If you told me to run out of the house right now and 
just take one palette I’d have to say that I’d take the 2017 
Minnesota State Fair test palette, simply because it includ-
ed all my limited palette norms.

But change and practice is always essential to growth.
I haven’t even looked at how most of the colors in this 

current box will work in triads and larger color families. 
I’m excited to get started with some more paintings.

Happy palette testing.


