THE HISTORY OF WATERCOLOR

Watercolor is the oldest painting medium known by men.  Somehow it has been used since prehistoric times, and everywhere in the world.

Of all mediums, watercolor requires a high level of technical skills in its performance, due to the fact that it does not allow much mending and from there the limited number of artists solely dedicated to this kind of paint where transparency prevails and the white color is omitted.  Watercolor is a mixture of pigments, soluble in water and Arabic gum.  This pigments can be transparent or opaque.  Due to the fact of being diluted in water and also being used on paper, as well as being the first paint used for all in kinder garden, watercolor, it is often thought as a “provisional” medium.  Nothing more wrong, watercolor is a medium with a durability and a very distinguished history, as well as a very healthy future.

The History of watercolor is closely related to the history of paper, invented as it is now known by the Chinese, little after the year 100, b.C.  The elaboration of paper was insert in Spain by the Moorish conquerors at mid XII century and was spread towards Italy 25 years later.  The technique that precedes  watercolor was called buon fresco painting: watercolor applied to a wall previously spread with humid plaster.  The fresco, one of the biggest forms of art, is watercolor.  It is formed mixing pigments and water and this is applied to the humid plaster.  The majority of people that stand under the hugest of paintings of Michelangelo, at the Sistine Chapel, probably ignore that they are contemplating the greatest of the paintings done in watercolor, which was begun in 1508 and finished in 1514.

The invention of oil painting by the Flemish masters, declined a little bit the interest for the al fresco painting, and  watercolor was relegated as a vehicle to do preliminary sketches or as a tool for studies.


In Germany, Albrecht Dürer  (1471-1528) painted in watercolor and his influence is partially responsible for the existence of the first school of watercolor in Europe.  The technological achievement in manufacturing of paints and papers that was produced in England during the last decades of the XVIII century, allowed and encouraged the British artists to develop their technique of painting with transparent colors in white paper specially produced for them.  During the same century, some French artists, among them Jean Honore Fragonard, (1732-1806), dedicated an important number of their works to watercolor.  But the perfection and progress that this millenary technique has achieved had their origins in England, where artists had already taken watercolor to a category as elevated as oil painting.  By that time, in that country watercolor was used to make drawings of architectural elevations, so the artist took that theme and developed it, adding figures and animals to their compositions, being one of this first artists William Turner.  Once been accepted, watercolor became a favorite to many artists, not only in England but in the rest of Europe and the United Sates of America.  The luminosity inherent to watercolor, combined with the capacity of its rapid performance gave the landscape artists the ideal vehicle to register the effects of movement, reflection, transparency and delicacy of nature.  It was then that this technique was again taken seriously.  But it was the genius of the American artists: Winslow Homer, James A.  McNeill, Whistler, John LaFarge, Thomas Eakins, John Singer Sargent, Childe Hassam y Maurice Prendergast, among others, what revealed the potentiality of watercolor as a serious mean of expression.
Founded in 1804, the “British Society of Painters in Watercolours” was the first society created to group the watercolorists and give them permanent support.  This English idea was followed with no delay by the rest of Europe, till it reached our continent, in which, on its most important cities, similar societies have been created.

The American artist were for some time at the shadow of the European masters, until the XIX century, but gradually, some of them given with lots of talent and ability, begun to develop art works that defied the works of those European masters.  Americans welcomed watercolor as a main medium of expression, equivalent to oil painting.  By the year 1886, the interest for this medium gave way to the foundation of the “American Society of Painters in Watercolours” and for the first time, works of art in watercolor were displayed next to oil paintings.
During the Civil War in the United Sates, the artists-reporters created a great interest in watercolor.  Their drawing “on site” on the battle fields were used as illustrations in the newspaper and magazines of the day.
In Venezuela, the first watercolors on paper were produced by the explorers that came during the XVIII century.  Among them stand out the name of the Frenchman scientific Aimé Bompland, who held here a very valuable research in gathering and classification of natural species from this region.  Bonpland studied Medicine at the University of Paris, but his true vocation was investigation of nature, specifically of plants, so he went to the Garden of Plants, in Paris, to learn more about that discipline.  By that time, he met Alexander von Humboldt, who had astonished the world with his scientific explorations.  In 1799 they traveled together during five years to Spain, Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Cuba, México and The United Sates. Bonpland held a graphic record on the botany found on those trips, which would illustrate the research that this two scientists wrote. After the return of Humboldt and Bompland to their countries, many European naturalists joined in the adventure of exploring the American Continent, as their work had awakened an extraordinary interest in the scientific spheres.    Among them stand out artist like Camille Pisarro, Fritz Melbye, Ferdinand Bellerman, Auguste Morissot, Theophile Raymond, Antone Goering and Julia Bornhost, who also made trips through our Flora, leaving a graphic testimony of this visits in their expressive watercolor of portraits, landscapes, birds, insects, flowers, and of everything that called their attention.  Later on, our great masters also used watercolor as mean of expression during the XIX and XX centuries, like Carmelo Fernández, Ramón Páez, Arturo Michelena, Antonio Herrera Toro y José Canelones, among others.
