
Abstract Painting 

• The following is an example of the method 
of abstract painting I use most often. 

• This is just a guideline to show you the 
technique of using glazing and layers to 
build upon an initial design. 

• Feel free to express your own style or 
method as you paint! 

 

 



• Throughout the process of any painting, it 
is important to keep in mind how you are 
going to use the elements and principles of 
design 

• You can start as simple as a line drawing 
or get complex by adding shapes, textures, 
and value. 



Elements of Design 

• Line 

• Shape (and form) 

• colour 

• Value 

• Texture 

• Space 

 



Principles of Design 
• How the elements are arranged in a work of art.  Paying 

attention to the principles will help your piece “work”. 
Treat these like a checklist.  Making sure the piece is 

unified in the end is most important. 

 

• The principles are: 

– Balance 

– Dominance (emphasis) 

– Variety 

– Rhythm & Movement 

– Unity 

 



This is the first 
stage of my 
painting.  The 
drawing is done 
with compressed 
charcoal onto the 
canvas and then 
sprayed with 
workable fixative. 



When drawing, 
think about how 
to keep your 
design balanced, 
interesting and 
unified.  Also 
consider the 
elements of 
shape, line 
(pattern), and 
value. 



After spaying the 
drawing with 
workable fixative, I 
then prepared a glaze 
using acrylic paint 
mixed with a polymer 
gloss medium to 
increase the colours 
transparency. 



In this detail 
you can see 
that the 
charcoal/values 
still shows 
through 



To begin adding 
depth to my 
painting, at this 
stage I start layering 
glazes by taping off 
different designs 
which contrast the 
initial drawing.   





Here you can 
see the second 
colour painted 
overtop the 
blue. Again I’ve 
used polymer 
medium to make 
the color 
transparent. 



During the 
layering process, 
while the paint is 
still wet, I often 
add textures 
using a palette 
knife or the end 
of my brush 





After peeling off the tape, layers are 
revealed. 







Another layer of 
tape is added 
once the paint is 
dry. 





For my next 
layer of glaze I 
have chosen a 
violet made with 
the same blue 
from my first 
glaze. 



Textures 
added. 





With the tape 
peeled off, the 
next layer is 
revealed. 





In these close ups you 
can see the scraped 
patterns and texture in 
the paint. 



Now that there are a 
few layers established, 
I have gone into the 
painting with 
lightened, more 
opaque color(keeping 
with the same colour 
palette).  These marks 
are to bring out 
elements of the 
original drawing. 







More layers are 
created by further 
taping and glazing. 





More 
opaque 
lines are 
added to 
bring out 
design. 











The initial 
design is a 
starting 
point, how 
simple or 
how many 
layers you 
want to 
create is up 
to you.   



Experiment with the elements as you 
create!  Just keep in mind these 

principles of design... 



1.Balance: Keep you composition balanced; consider the 
weight  
2. Variety: Keep your composition interesting by using a 
variety of elements. 
3. Rhythm, Movement & Pattern:  Repetition in your 
composition can add interest and lead the viewers eye around 
the piece.  Repetition also can keep it unified. 
4. Emphasis or Dominance:  Keep in mind the central focus of 
your piece.  This might be a single shape, pattern or repeated 
element or color. 
5.  Unity:  How are you going to make sure that everything 
looks as though it belongs.  Does your piece have harmony.  



This was the first stage of a commissioned triptych. I first did some sketches 

to get inspired and then chose the appropriate colours, making sure to start 

with transparent colour for my glazing. 



This is a close up of the colour swatches.  I wanted to see how 

the colours would overlap.  The client wanted a cool colour 

scheme overall. 



Most tubes of paint will indicate whether the color is transparent, 

opaque, or semi-transparent.  If glazing, transparent colours work 

best but you can also add medium to increase the transparency.  



The triptych drawn out with 3 layers of glazing so far. I 
continued the drawing throughout all 3 canvases and 
extended the tape across them as well.  Doing this 
unifies the pieces together to keep them all part of one 
painting overall. 



This is with additional layers of glazing and opaque 
details added as well.  I like to bring out the initial 
drawing and highlight different patterns and textures 
created by the taping. 



The following pictures are examples from 

previous workshops.  



The student on the left used her 
phone number to get started. 
Using words, random letters, or 
numbers as your lines and 
shapes is an interesting way to 
start.   

Drawing letters or 

numbers edge to 

edge and 

overlapping on the 

canvas creates 

interesting shapes. 



Above:  This student is dry 

brushing the orange over top 

her glazed colours. Dry 

brushing creates texture and 

allows the colours underneath 

to show. 



Left:  this student has 

created contrast by 

painting opaque layers 

over top the glazed 

colours.  By layering 

opaque colours with 

glazed layers, a sense of 

depth is created. 



This painting started with the word “family”. This student used the methods of 

glazing, taping and dry brushing.  The bright blue against the warm colours creates 

an interesting contrast and focal point in this painting. By dry brushing colours on 

top and adding the blue swatch at the top, this blue line does not look out of place.  

(this painting is not finished at this stage.)  



Here you can see where this painting started and how it evolved. More layering and 

detail was added to finish the final piece.  Notice how the student also taped and 

painted around the edges of the gallery wrapped canvas.  No framing necessary! 





Sometimes an abstract 

painting can simply be 

about the process; no 

drawing or planning 

necessary!  This student 

was more concerned with 

creating an atmosphere 

with the use of colour. 

Layering and glazing 

makes the colours glow. 

Even when approaching 

your painting this way, it is 

still important to consider 

the principles of design to 

create a piece that works. 



Below: this is my demonstration 

painting. There are about 4 layers 

at this point. I had just started to 

add opaque lines to bring out the 

design underneath. 

Above:  This was the final product.  

Deciding when to stop is the hardest 

part.  Go through the principles of 

design and decide if your piece is 

unified.  Are you happy with it?  If you 

feel frustrated or every new mark you 

feel is “ruining” the piece…stop!! 



Here are some simple steps you can 
follow to get started: 

1. Create a simple drawing using line and shape  

Use doodles, numbers, letters, shapes, etc..for 
inspiration. Draw edge to edge and overlap! 

Think about rhythm, movement , pattern and 
repetition 

Consider all of the principles of design in your 
drawing 

• Balance, Variety, Unity, Movement 

Draw in pencil lightly or use charcoal to add value 
(remember to spray with workable fixative if you 
use charcoal!) 



2. Begin with a glaze over your drawing to tone 
the canvas or paint in blocks of colour 

Think about colour scheme and keep it simple 

 

3. Add value and shading to your shapes or 
begin taping off sections and/or add new layers 
of glaze. Remember: tape will make hard edges 
but you can skip this step and paint the glaze 
where you like! 

 



4. Add texture: 

Use different tools like a palette knife, dry brush, 
add medium, texturize the surface with glue or 
heavy gel, try stencils, etc. 

 

5. Keep layering or finish your painting 

Be creative! 

Unify it! Make sure it all works together 

   

 


