
OIL PAINTING
GLOSSARY



Alkyd
(Pronounced: al-kid) 

An alkyd is a synthetic resin that can be added to oil paint to speed up the drying time of oil paints. 

You can buy an alkyd-based medium that you can mix in with your oils; the most commonly available is Liquin by 
Winsor & Newton.



“Alla Prima”
(Pronounced: ah-luh pree-ma)

Alla Prima is an Italian oil painting technique, usually from life, in which the entire painting is completed in one session 
or while the paint is still wet.  Usually, there isn’t any underpainting to the piece.  Portraits, landscapes, and still life are 
common subject matter using alla prima.  It translates as “at the first”.

In past eras, it was used primarily as a means of sketching, but eventually, it became a means of producing finished 
works of art by the Impressionists.



“Bistre”
Bistre (“the wipe-out method”) is an underpainting using warm browns (usually raw umber or burnt umber).  

A thin wash of Raw umber is painted over the white canvas and then ‘wiped out’ to create a tonal underpainting. 

The shadows are built up using thin color, allowing the warmth of the brown to show through while the lights and 
midtones are applied as opaque color. 

You can also use Burnt Umber for an even warmer, darker underpainting.

The Bistre method lends itself very well to chiaroscuro. 



Chiaroscuro
(Pronounced: key-ARE-oh-SCURE-oh)

Chiaroscuro is an Italian word literally meaning “light dark”, used to describe the skillful balance of light and dark in a 
painting with strong contrasts to create a dramatic effect.  It is usually accomplished through bringing highlights out of a 
dark scene. 



“Fat”
This term is used to describe the oil content in paints and mediums, whether it is a large or small amount.

For example, Burnt Umber has a “low fat” oil content, so it is a fast-drying oil paint because there is less oil in the paint 
mixture to oxidize and dry. Ivory Black has a “high fat” oil content, so takes longer to dry.

In summary, the more “fat” in the oil paint, the longer it takes to dry.

“Fat over Lean”
This is one of the primary rules of oil painting.  It means that each successive layer of paint should have more “fat” (oil) 
than the preceding layer. If you are painting in an indirect method (working in layers rather than all in one go – “alla
prima”), you need to adhere to this rule to prevent cracking.  

This can be done by adding more oil medium to each successive layer, which makes each new layer more flexible than 
the previous one and stops the painting from cracking.  

Think of the rule as “Flexible over Non-Flexible”.



Gesso
Traditional oil gesso is a mixture of glue (usually rabbit skin), water, and chalk used to create a flexible, yet absorbent 
surface for the oil paint to be applied onto.

Unprimed Canvases Gessoing a Canvas Primed Canvases



Glaze
The term used for a thin, transparent layer of paint. Glazes are used on top of one another to build up depth and 
modify colors in a painting. A glaze must be completely dry before another is applied on top.  

Traditionally glazes were used on top of a black and white underpainting called a Grisaille.  Thin layers of colors were 
then applied once the initial form had been established.

The best paints to use for glazes are pigments that have a translucent quality.

Glazing over grisaille underpainting



gris

Grisaille
(Pronounced: griz-zai)

Grisaille is a monochromatic oil painting, using black and white to create various tones of gray.  

Traditionally the underpainting of a work, where local color is applied over the grisaille as opaque, semi-opaque or 
transparent color. Often shadows are colored with transparent colors and highlights are built up with increasing 
thickness of opaque paint.

Grisaille in use

Finished painting

Sketch Imprimatura



Ground
The ground is a thin opaque layer of paint, usually white, applied to a canvas to make it ready for painting.  

If a colored isolation layer (imprimatura) is used as the primary surface, it can be considered the ground. 

How to lay the ground on a surface in two different ways.



Impasto
Impasto is an Italian word that means “dough” or “mixture”.  It is a style of painting characterized by thick, heavy, and 
textured paint application.   Paint can be directly mixed on the canvas.  Oil painting is the traditional medium that 
utilizes this technique effectively, although acrylics may be used if combined with a heavy body medium. 

Painting thickly with a bristle brush or palette knife accomplishes this technique effectively.

Examples of impasto painting



Imprimatura
(Pronounced: im-pree-muh-tur-uh)

An imprimatura is an initial stain of oil color painted on a white ground.  It provides the artist with a transparent toned ground, which 
will allow light falling onto the painting to reflect through the paint layers.  It also prevents the medium in the subsequent paint layers 
from being absorbed by the ground.  It can be bright to dark, transparent or non-transparent.  Color provides a middle tone from
which one can quickly move between lights and darks to produce a full-value painting.  It should be midtone or lighter, as an 
extremely dark underpainting can show through top layers as the work ages, especially when using lead white.

In modern usage on an oil-primed canvas, "imprimatura" is often used to describe a transparent stain of oil color that is applied to the 
entire surface to create a unifying midtone.

Most common colors: brown, earth-red, gray, or blue-gray.

It comes from the Italian word for “first paint layer”.  



Lightfastness
A term that is used to describe a paint’s resistance to fading during long exposure to light.  

It is especially important in painting because the length of time a pigment retains its original color saturation and value determines 
the life expectancy of the painting.

Artist-quality paints are judged in terms of centuries.

American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) has a lightfastness rating system: 



“Plein Air”
(Pronounced: plen-air)

Plein Air is a painting done outside rather than in a studio. 

The term comes from the French en plein air, meaning ‘in the open air’.

Examples of plein air paintings.



Scumbling
Scumbling is a painting technique where a thin layer of lighter opaque or semi-opaque color is brushed over a dark and dry 
underpainting so that patches of the color beneath show through. 

It allows brightening up some of the dark areas without completely concealing them with the new layer.  It produces a hazy effect on 
the surface.

It can be done with a dry brush, or by removing bits of paint with a cloth.  No oil medium needs to be added to the brush, as only the 
oil paint is needed.  Scraping, dragging, and raking with a brush achieves the scumbling effect.  

Rembrandt van Rijn was one of the most famous painters using the scumbling technique to full effect in his portraits.



Underpainting
Underpainting is the first layer of an oil painting commonly executed using a monochrome or dead color as a base for the 
composition.  It can be monochrome or colored. 

There are a few forms of underpainting techniques; they include:

Bistre – Brown underpainting using the “wipe-out method”

Brunaille – Brown underpainting

Grisaille – Black-White-Gray underpainting

Verdaccio – Earthy-Green underpainting using black, white, and yellow

Verdaille – Green underpainting



Varnish
Varnish is a final protective layer that can be applied over a finished painting. It can impart a glossy or matte finish to the painting.  A 
varnish protects a painting from environmental dirt and dust and is removable for cleaning and conservation purposes.



Verdaccio
(Pronounced: ver-dar-cheo)

Verdaccio is an Italian name used to describe a muted earth green used for creating a complete monochromatic 
under-painting. It is a mixture of black, white, and yellow pigments that, depending on the proportions, can appear 
grayish, yellowish, or soft greenish-brown.  Often used as a nice base to apply warm, pinker tones on top for portraits 
for a more natural skintone.  


