
Top 10 Tips for Beginning Oil Painting

Artists have been painting with oil paints for hundreds of years and oil paints continue to be popular world-
wide due to their versatility, quality, and color. While getting started with oil painting is fairly easy, there is a 
little bit more to it than acrylics since you are working with toxic solvents and mediums and the drying time 
is much longer.  Individual artists who have been painting for awhile have their own favorite brands, brushes, 
palettes, and mediums, but here are some general tips that may be useful to you if you are just starting out with 
oil paints.

Tip #1: Start small.  Painting small gives you the chance to try out techniques and experiment with color with-
out investing too much time or material into the process.
Painting small and doing a painting a day go hand in hand. Like painting daily there are many benefits to 
painting small. Painting small lets you experiment and take risks without the fear of wasting paint, materials, 
or valuable time. It enables you to try new techniques and focus on one subject or many. It helps you build up 
an inventory of paintings quickly. And since painting small usually takes much less time than larger paintings, 
you still have time to work on larger ones.

You are free to paint what you want when you want.

Although there is no set standard of what is meant by “small,” most that I have seen are less than 18” x 18”, 
perhaps 8”x10”, and even postcard-sized. They should not be confused with miniature painting, however, 
which is another category entirely.  Miniature paintings are highly realistic with precise requirements and fine 
detail.
Small paintings are often used as studies for larger paintings, but you can also do the reverse. I have done 
small paintings of a larger painting, changing some elements of the larger painting that bothered me, and ulti-
mately creating a smaller but stronger one.

Tip #2: Set up a space in a well-ventilated area where you can keep your palettes and supplies out and at-
the-ready and your paintings visible. This will give you the chance to see and think about your work, even 
if you’re not actually painting. It will also make the process of painting easier so that you will be inclined to 
paint more often, even daily if possible. Your work will improve rapidly if you paint a lot. This is the practice 
of making art.

Tip #3: Buy a few high quality paints and brushes. Buy professional grade paints as you can afford them 
rather than student grade. Professional grade has a greater ratio of pigment to binder. Buy only a few higher 
quality brushes - three different sizes should be good to start with. You can buy more and experiment with the 
different shapes as you paint more. You can use the same type of brush for oil as you do for acrylic.

Tip #4: Prime your painting surface. You can paint on many different surface - canvas, wood, paper -  but it is 
important to apply a type of primer called gesso to the painting surface to prevent the oil from seeping into the 
surface, protect the surface from the acids in the paint, and provide a surface that the paint will adhere to more 
easily.

You can also use pre-primed boards or canvas and apply another coat or two of gesso to them if you like a 
smoother surface. Ampersand Gessobord is a nice smooth durable surface to work on.

Tip #5:  Understand color and color mixing. Primary paint colors are not “pure” but rather lean toward either 
yellow or blue, making them warm if toward yellow, or cool if toward blue. This influences how the primary 
colors mix to produce the secondary colors. Read my article, Color Wheel and Color Mixing to see how I’ve 
created secondary colors from the warm and cool primaries. This knowledge will help you keep your mixed 
colors from getting muddy.



Tip #6: Use a limited painting palette. Don’t feel that you have to use all the colors in your painting at once. 
Start with a monochrome painting, a painting of only one hue plus its shades (black added) and tints (white 
added). You can use any color you like depending on whether you want a cool or warm painting. This will al-
low you to get the feel of the paint. When you are ready, add a warm and cool of each primary color to your 
palette, along earth tones like burnt sienna, burnt umber and yellow ochre.

Tip #7: Start laying out your painting composition and values with an oil sketch. This is a thin underpaint-
ing consisting of a color and turpentine (or odorless turpentine substitute such as Turpenoid).  This will dry 
quickly so that you can then add subsequent layers of paint and color without having to wait too long for it to 
dry.  I often use burnt sienna to lay out values and composition.

Tip #8: Paint thick over thin, and fat over lean. That means using thinner paint and less oil in the first layers, 
saving thicker paint and higher oil content for later layers. This will help ensure that earlier layers dry first 
and will help to keep your painting from cracking. Start with an underpainting of paint and turpentine, then 
move to a painting medium of a combination of turpentine and linseed oil in a ratio of 2:1.  Linseed oil can 
yellow with age (which is more apparent on light colors), but dries faster than other oils. 

Tip #9: Clean your brush between colors and with soap and water when finished painting. Oil painting can 
get messy. Have paper towels and rags handy to wipe excess paint and turpentine off your brushes. Have two 
containers available while painting - one for turpentine for cleaning your brush between colors and one for 
medium to mix with your paint.  

Tip #10: Clean up well and dispose of supplies properly. Oil paints and mediums are toxic if ingested or 
absorbed into the skin. Keep them put away and out of reach of pets and small children. Dispose of paints, 
mediums, rags, paper towels, and disposable paper palettes or paper plates (also good to use as palettes) 
properly. You should wet or soak rags and paper in water before discarding them since they are flammable, 
can heat up when drying out, and sometimes spontaneously combust.  


