9/ “Dead-Coloring” or Underpainting

Having completed the underdrawing by one method or another, Vermeer proceeded to the second stage of his work called “dead-coloring” (doodverf in Dutch). Dead-coloring, or under​painting as it is called today, was one of the key techniques in Ver​meer’s working procedures and it was one of the most important pictorial strategies used from the Renaissance to the French Revolution. Without an adequate theoreti​cal knowledge and technical mastery of the underpainting technique, the extraor​dinary pictorial coherence which characterizes Ver​meer's pictures could not have been achieved. The lack of color probably ex​plains the word "dead" in the term dead-col​oring. Hardly a single seventeenth-century painting left in the dead-coloring state has survived, since it would have been inevitably finished by someone else. Authorship was not always a primary question in concerns to art.
Dead-coloring was once so important in the painting process that it was mandatory in early days of Flemish painting. In 1546, in the ‘s Hertogenbosch guild rules there appears the following regulation: “7. item. All painters will be bound to work with good paints, and they will not make any paintings than on good dry oak planks or wainscot, being each color first dead-colored and this on a double ground…”

It was not uncommon in the busier seventeenth-century studios that painters had their assistants work up large amounts of paintings to a dead-coloring stage. In this way large batches of paintings could be prepared that only needed to be finished by the master.

Underpainting is seldom practiced today and even its underlying logic is not always clear to the majority of painters. Why should an artist labor considerable hours on his under​painting only to cover it up in the later stages of the painting process? For the last century, artists have simply begun their painting directly on commer​cially-prepared white canvases with full color surpassing any other passage except, perhaps, an abbreviated drawing. Therefore, it is understand​able that neither the function nor the practice of underpainting is fully comprehended. 

In the simplest terms, an underpainting is a monochrome or a low-key, col​ored version of the final painting. In the underpainting stage, the artist at​tempts to fix the main compositional elements, give volume to each form and distribute darks and lights in order to create the effect of illumination. Thus, a correctly executed underpainting anticipates the artist’s final intention even if full color and fine detail are absent. Underpainting is particularly recommended for creating paintings with strong chiaroscural effects.
In the seventeenth century, underpainting appears in various forms and it is clear that the now defunct term dead-coloring was a somewhat flexible. Sometimes un​derpaintings were executed in monochrome and at other times they ap​peared as an assembly of evenly blocked-out areas of dull colors which anticipated the final colors. Following this later method, each individ​ual area approximated the fi​nal color in a flat tint. Anthony van Dyck described this approach as follows: “Dead-coloring is called the maniera lavata, that is to say the washed manner; because it fills in the area within the outline only with one color.”
Much documentary evidence demonstrates that Dutch flower painters used the localized underpainting whereby each par​ticular flower was first given its approximate color in a thin, somewhat di​luted wash of cheaper pigments and then, once dry was brought up with the more expensive pigments defining their lights and shades to the highest degree. Thus, a blue flower might be first dead-colored with a mixture of in​digo and lead white and then intensified with precious natural ultramarine.
De Lairesse used the example of landscape painting to explain the function of localized dead-coloring, although the principle applies equally to other genres, including still-life painting:  “[...] returning to our intended cause, I say that one can prepare the mentioned canvas or panel as follows: the paints, thickly ground with drying oil, will be diluted to lean paint with oil of tur​pentine. And with a soft brush the panel or canvas is painted; the sky blue, the ground grey or green, more or less dark according to the demands of your composition and your drawing. [...] First we should set our thoughts on pa​per, and then accordingly estimate how much or how little sky or ground should be painted, blue or green, yellow or black. “

On the other hand, monochrome underpaintings were usually executed in warm earth tones on neutral gray or off-white grounds. Dark brown grounds were also common in Southern schools. Raw umber by itself or mixed with black were the pigments most frequently employed for monochrome underpainting. Cool gray underpaintings made with mixtures of black and white were also popu​lar. These underpaintings are particularly effective for warm color schemes. Many painters used white to bring up the most strongly illuminated areas of the composition in both types of underpainting.
Thus, with a minimum of effort, the artist was able to envision quite accu​rately the totality of his pictorial idea. He could observe the defective parts of the composition and correct them with relative ease before attempting to in​troduce final color and fine detail both which require great attention and con​siderable time to complete. It is far easier to model and make corrections with a few neutral tones than it is with complex color mixtures. It should be apparent that the underpainting technique is most advantageous when the painter is able to establish the compositional layout beforehand in a more or less definitive form. Composition uncertain​ties are best worked out in preliminary drawings or in the underdrawing stage.
In a certain sense, a properly executed underpainting is already a true painting. Individual forms should appear complete and solid and chiaroscuro effects should appear correctly registered. It barely needs stressing how im​portant this was for Baroque painters of such diverse styles like Rubens, Rembrandt and Vermeer. Some painters, espe​cially Italians, used the under​painting as an integral part of their finished work coloring only the luminous areas of the composition. This technique creates work of immediate visual impact but it may appear formulaic when practiced by less talented painters.
Due to the complexity of Baroque painting and technical limitations of oil painting, individual passages of drapery, flesh, etc. were completed one at a time before moving on to the next. Painters did not work “all over” as they are taught to do today. A painter might dedicate one or more painting ses​sions to a single piece of drapery or the background foliage. This method re​calls the so-called giornate
 in fresco painting even though it follows a differ​ent logic.

The underpainting technique enabled painters to concentrate fully on per​fecting each area of the composition without losing sight of the overall sense of unity. It becomes a roadmap, telling how dark or light to mix paint, then where to place that dark or light color. Moreover, if by chance a color is applied inaccurately, it is a simple matter to wipe off the paint and correct underpainting is still there. Only through this procedure could Baroque painters achieve both the spec​tacular effects of light, texture and gesture while maintaining abso​lute picto​rial unity. Contrary to what might seem logical, underpainting saves much time by limiting the number of tonal and chromatic adjustments. Gen​erally speaking, the more complex the painting’s composition, the more time will be saved.

The exact pigments, contrast and degree of detail used in an un​derpainting varied from school to school and even from painter to painter. Early Flemish artists defined their underpaintings with extreme care and worked on a very light ground using crosshatching to define chiaroscural values, while the later Baroque masters Rembrandt and Rubens proba​bly made more abbreviated underpaintings. Rubens is known to have exe​cuted his underpaintings with an almost expres​sionist brushwork capturing not only the distribution of darks and lights, but the dynamic force of the fig​ures as well. Leonardo da Vinci’s (1452-1519) famous unfinished Adoration of the Magi gives an idea of how Renaissance painters conceived their un​derpaintings. In this precious work, one can eas​ily distinguish the various stages of underdrawing and un​derpainting methods. Before attempting to un​derpaint, Leonardo’s work should be carefully studied from a good reproduc​tion. It cannot be ascer​tained if Vermeer defined his underpaintings as accurately as those of Leonardo but laboratory evidence indicates that they were perhaps a bit sketchier.

Underpainting was not only a rapid and economical way to envision and correct elaborate compositions, it aided the painter in creating a number of optical effects that cannot be achieved by direct, straightforward application of the color.

Underpainting with cheap earth colors also afforded a significant economical benefit: the expensive “strong colors” could be used in diluted forms (glazes and semi-glazes) in the shadowed areas of the compositions in far lesser quantities while at the same time obtaining a brilliant final effect. 

TRACES OF VERMEER’S UNDERPAINTING

As far as it is possible to understand, Vermeer used underpainting methods common among Northern painters. For example, in the Woman Holding a Balance, the brown underpainting filled two functions. The broader areas of dark brown paint represented the masses of shadows with the light buff color of the ground serving as the lights. In the early Diana and her Companions, a carefully brushed underdrawing followed by a mono​chrome underpainting that determined the forms of the composition can be partially observed. The blocking-in of the dark shadows of the figures, particularly of Diana and the seated figure was achieved with dark underpaint which can be made out through abraded paint layers. In The Milkmaid, broad black brushstrokes of underpainting which can no longer be seen and that correspond to the shadow folds of the woman’s apron have been revealed through laboratory exami​nation. Therefore, Vermeer’s underpainting was not simply a composi​tional guide but rather a manner of establishing the play of light, which was central to the expressive quality of his art.

It has been much remarked upon that in The Geographer more than one passage seems to have been left incomplete allowing us to have a glimpse at Vermeer’s underpainting although it is not out of the question that early res​toration may be partially responsible for the loss of the uppermost paint layer. In particular, the wooden window frame and the deep shadowed area of the foreground carpet would closely correspond to our idea of Vermeer's un​derpainting method. Neither of these two areas is defined with great preci​sion but the darkest parts are all painted with the same semi-transparent dark gray pigment, most likely a mixture of raw umber and black. Here and there in the carpet we observe that the first accents of local color have been applied. Some of the decorative elements have been painted over the monochrome ground with medium blue paint, most likely a mixture of natural ultramarine blue and lead white. It is probable that the blue areas would have been sub​sequently glazed with the same ultramarine in order to deepen and enrich their color. Other parts of the decorative patterns have been brought up with a medium-toned earth color, which compared to the darkest underpaint seems to be a medium-dark yellow ochre. The upper folds of the carpet which catch the light flowing downwards through the window, have been painted with light-toned paint, here with the addition of ochre and there with ultramarine. Curi​ously, Vermeer’s charac​teristic pointillès (see chapter 23, Camera Ob​scura Vi​sion) have been applied to indicate the light caught by the nubby texture of the carpet. One would have expected them to be applied at a later stage of the work.
Another indication of the underpainting technique in this painting may be the dark, angled shadow cast by the cupboard onto the floor which runs obliquely back towards the wall. This area seems to be painted with exactly the same mixture of raw umber and black used for the underpainting of the car​pet. It has a sketchy, semi-trans​parent character of what one would come to expect of an underpainting. The illuminated area of the floor has been brought up with a thick mixture of lead white and ochre. This light mixture does not intermingle with the shadow.

Studies indicate that Vermeer repeatedly employed raw umber or a combi​nation of raw umber and black in the underpainting stage. However, it has been noted that he also employed localized areas of colored underpainting to simplify the paint​ing process and create specific optical effects. For exam​ple, the large dark area of the carpet in The Music Lesson was underpainted with a uniform deep blue tone which formed a base on which the elaborate designs of the decorative patterns could be worked up in vermilion/black and light grays. In The Glass of Wine, the floor was blocked in with an earth red layer, as a base for the red-and-black tiles, while the background wall was underpainted with ochre.
 In the Young Woman with a Water Pitcher, a bright red layer of paint was laid under the brass ewer and basin. Presumably, Vermeer intended to impart a warm glow to the metal in this way. The red​dish color can still be made out as a half-tone for the upper right-hand rim of the basin. Although these examples demonstrate how localized underpainting can be utilized to affect the final color, there exists no way of knowing how systematically they were applied by Vermeer.

As said before, underpainting also assists corrections in the planning stage. Chairs, maps, framed paintings, musical in​struments, baskets, a standing cavalier and even a seated dog (in A Maid Asleep) can no longer be seen where they were originally represented. Vermeer revised the positions of arms and fingers to create precisely the pose and gesture he desired. Edges of maps were moved to the left or right to add sta​bility to the composition while the contours of the young women's garments were simplified to make them appear more elegant and fluid. All of these alterations were most likely painted out during the underpainting stage having seen that they did not cre​ate the desired compositional effect or that their iconographical connotations were distracting to the painting's central theme. 

HOW TO UNDERPAINT

If the underpainting technique is correctly implemented, it will be compre​hended that rather than complicating the painting process, a great deal of time and labor will be saved in the long run and superior results will be achieved impos​sible by more direct means. Once the basic tech​nique is mastered, it may be adapted to each artist’s per​sonal needs.

How should an underpainting appear? In principle, a finished underpainting should be agreeable to look at and, to some degree, it should already be a communicative statement. Obviously, it will lack the fullness, charm and depth that only color, fine detail and tex​tured paint can convey.

Even though very few underpaintings from any age have survived there is strong evidence that Italian painters kept a stock of underpaintings in their studios which could be shown to potential clients. Presumably, they would be finished only when ordered by a client. So, an effective way of picturing how a finished underpainting should appear may be had by asking oneself the following question: would a client be tempted to purchase the finished painting that the underpainting suggests? 

While we do possess a precious few indications of Vermeer’s underpaint​ing, they are not sufficient by themselves to generate an organic representa​tion of his underpainting procedures during the arc of his twenty-year career. How then are we to proceed if we wish to faithfully reproduce Ver​meer’s underpainting methods?

Perhaps the best way is to distil what we do know about Vermeer’s under​painting keeping in mind the underlying concept of underpainting as was practiced by Northern seventeenth-century artists. While Vermeer achieved extraordinarily original pictorial results, he worked well within the bounds of established methods. It should also be borne in mind that artists of the past invariably favored the most efficient and economical means to achieve their goals even though to modern eyes their procedures might not appear immediately comprehensible.

To begin with, it is best to restrict the pigments used in the underpainting stage to one or two neutral tones. Another fundamental principle is that un​derpainting is only effective on a colored ground. The tones used may range from light grays to warm, medium or dark browns.

The color of the underpainting should not visually exert itself; it should strike the observer as neutral in comparison to the fully-colored final work. An underpainting should be considered as an accompaniment of the colors that will be added in later stages. Although some modern realists favor burnt sienna for under​painting, it produces a fiery red hue which is hardly adapted for a neutral ef​fect which an underpainting should possess. Raw um​ber is par​ticularly useful for underpainting; it appears slightly greenish when compared to the more popular burnt umber and burnt sienna pig​ments. Raw umber is also a fast drier that produces a fairly tough paint film that can easily withstand successive overpainting within a very short time. Black (invariably tempered with white) was likewise commonly used for un​derpainting. However, it tends to produce an unpleasant effect if not handled with great finesse. Per​haps black should be avoided by anyone except an expert. As an admixture to raw umber, it is best con​fined to those areas which require the maximum tonal depth.

All in all, raw umber by itself produces an agreeable neutral tone and has the added advantage of being a quick drier. Being semi-transparent by nature, delicate modeling can be attained even in the lightest areas of the painting with this common pigment. If the painter intends his final painting to be very light in tone, a bit of white may be mixed with the raw umber to diminish its transparency and warmth. Winsor & Newton or Rembrandt colormakers pro​duce raw umber pigment that is adapted for underpainting. It is good to keep in mind that since raw umber is a natural earth and is extracted from different geographical locations, its exact tone and behavior varies greatly from brand to brand of store-bought paints. If very deep shadows are re​quired or if the overall tone of the work is dark, raw umber can be deepened by adding small quantities of black.

PAINT APPLICATION IN UNDERPAINTING

Although underpainting is an intermediate passage that will be almost en​tirely covered by subsequent layers of paint, great care should be taken to ap​ply underpaint as carefully as possible. It is difficult to describe with words the correct consistency and flow of underpaint. For the most part, the darker areas of the underpainting should be laid in with mezzapasta. Mezzapasta, which literally means half-paste in Italian, describes an applica​tion of paint that is neither too thin nor too thick. It does not correspond di​rectly to body color being somewhat less substantial. Obviously, the lighter tones should be painted more transparently and the lightest tones will contain more medium in order to make them fully transparent. One should not attempt to create perfectly even paint surface stifling the canvas surface, some brush​work should be evident. Perhaps we can say that precise but lively brushwork would be optimum. Medium and light tones are not achieved by adding white to the raw umber pigment but rather by diluting it with some quick-drying medium or brushing it on very thinly. This creates an overall warm tone that is very agree​able.

Theoretically, an underpainting should be lean, that is, paint should contain no more medium than needed to brush it out appropriately. Most commer​cially-prepared pigments can be brushed directly from the tube with stiff brushes but in order to increase control and fluidity, it is neces​sary to add some medium. One should take care to add only the smallest quantity of medium possible.

Bristle brushes (hog-hair) can be useful to fill large nondescript areas of the composition. However, these brushes, which are habitually used for secon​dary work by the fine painter, should be treated with the same care as the best sable brushes. For the more highly defined areas, soft round-tipped sable brushes (or their synthetic equivalent) are necessary. And for the finest areas, very fine round-tipped natural-hair brushes are indispensable. Since the underpainting is executed directly on the ground which is more absorbent than subsequent paint layers, brushes will wear-down rapidly. Therefore, the use of good-quality synthetic brushes or worn-down natural-hair brushes are recom​mended.

Perhaps the best areas of the composition to begin with are those large, relatively uniform ones, especially those which do not have a special interest for the eye. When underpainted, these areas should have a fine and delicate appearance; fine…but not perfect. The layer of paint should not be perfectly uniform as if were applied with an airbrush. While an underpainting should capture much detail of the forms and smooth transitions from dark to light, it must never suggest something mechanical. In underpainting, it is best to avoid the badger brush; the excessive smoothness will make modeling suffer.

It is a good practice to begin with the darkest areas of the composition. Once they are properly established all the other tones can be gauged with greater accuracy. In his forma​tive years, Paul Cezanne (1839-1906) used to place a black felt top-hat (the darkest object he could come by) next to the model in order to calculate chiaroscural values. As a rule of thumb, one should gradually work from the darker areas of the canvas up​wards to the lighter ones although after some practice most painters will have to determine the procedure with which they feel most comfortable.

When one begins to gain confidence and get hold of the feel of the paint and canvas executing the initial areas of lesser importance, it is possible to ad​vance to the more crucial ones. We should not be alarmed by the definition of some areas as of “lesser importance.” Even in the great​est masterworks of Vermeer there are strategic passages where he avoided spending excessive time. They were left purposely undefined to contrast with the more finished areas acting as silent pauses in music and are instrumental in building and relaxing pictorial tension.

� A precise division of labor can also be inferred from six dead-colored paintings in the inventory of Pieter Lastman, Rembrandt’s teacher.  Indeed, it was common for one master to dead-color a painting and another to finish it. Bredius notes 'a piece dead-coloured by Brouwer, and finished by Molenaer.’ From:  WALLERT,  Arie. 2000. 22.


� A buon fresco is difficult to create because of the deadline associated with the drying plaster. Generally, a layer of plaster will require ten to twelve hours to dry; ideally, an artist would begin to paint after one hour and continue until two hours before the drying time. Thus, an artist would need to know exactly how much he could paint in those hours, before the plaster dries: this area is called the giornata ("day's work").


� COSTARAS, Nicola. 1998. 154.


� COSTARAS, Nicola. 1998. 156.





