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Discover how to use Steve Griggs’ ‘patch-quilt’ 
watercolour technique and follow him as he 
paints a colourful landscape

warm and cool tones. When I 
apply the colour, I alternate between 
warm and cool colours with the same 
value. I describe value across the face 
of the shape this way while at the 
same time creating movement and 
variety. This creates colour changes and 
transitions in the painting, removing 
a focal point and creating interest by 

S
ometimes, when I want to 
paint something fun, lively 
and bold I turn to a technique 
I call ‘patch quilt.’ This 
technique goes by a variety 

of names such as colour patch, patch 
against patch and design for fl atness. I 
call it patch quilt because it reminds me 
of the swatches of colour that quilters 
sew together when creating their 
beautiful art and bed linen designs.

I fi rst learned about patch quilt in 
Frank Webb’s book Webb on Watercolour
(he refers to it as patch against patch) 
and have since experimented with the 
technique, developing some of my 
own strategies, which have yielded 
some lovely results. People are often 
drawn into the story of my patch-quilt 
paintings because of the bold colours, 
textures and unique story telling. 

Abstracting
Perhaps my favourite aspect of 
this technique is how I use it as an 
abstracting tool. I use patch quilt as 
an impressionistic strategy to create 
transitions that are interesting, while 
representing a subject without explicitly 
painting it, such as in Lakeshore (right).

Value, control and colour
The patch-quilt method is situated in 
value and colour. Using a fi ve-tone grey 
scale, I assign value to the colours I plan 
to use. Next, I separate the colours into 

Dynamic storytelling with 
‘patch-quilt’ painting

p  Overjoyed, watercolour, 10314in 
(25.5335.5cm).
Using both colour and value, I used the patch-
quilt technique to indicate the feeling of a 
tree line. It is highly abstracted yet the colour 
and value work together to represent the 
landscape

   Lakeshore, watercolour, 14310in 
(35.325.5cm).
This is an explicit example of patch quilt, with 
swatches of colour moving clearly across the 
foreground. You can also see how this is an 
abstraction of the landscape. Although the 
colours are atypical, they are quilted together 
to tell the story in an exciting way

contrasting colours and hard edges.
Have fun with this watercolour 

technique by experimenting with 
colours, paint thickness and brush 
width, to learn what effect you like 
most. Patch-quilt brushstrokes can 
comprise the whole painting or just one 
area you want to emphasise. Be bold in 
your application and see what happens! TA
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Steve’s tips for applying the patch-
quilt watercolour technique
�  Always use freshly squeezed tube paint.

�  Apply diff erent thicknesses of watercolour paint to 
create light and dark patches of colour, shifting the 
values.

�  Use diff erent widths of fl at brushes to create the 
rectangular strokes.

�  Create transitions by alternating warm and cool 
colours.

Combine this technique with other paint application 
methods such as scraping in, overspray, and lifting out. 

DEMONSTRATION  Taking Flight

p   STAGE ONE 
I began by using a fl at 
brush to alternate cool 
and warm colour patches

p  STAGE TWO
I continued to build 
the painting by 
quilting colour into the 
overall weave of the 
tree line

p STAGE THREE
Having built diff erent colours and values into the painting I began to 
integrate other watercolour techniques into the design 

p   STAGE FOUR
Using the same patch-quilt 
technique for applying paint, 
I began building the foreground 
shapes using yellow and green 
to diff erentiate the foreground 
from the mid-ground shape

u STAGE FIVE
More colours were 
added, tying the 
mid-ground shape to 
the foreground shape, 
intermixing value and 
colour

MATERIALS 
�   Daniel Smith watercolours: 

phthalo blue, transparent yellow 
oxide, cadmium red medium hue, 
Payne’s grey, lunar black.

�   Princeton brushes: 1in fl at, ¾  in 
fl at, ½  in fl at.

�  Paper: Arches Rough cold-pressed 
140lb (300gsm).

u These are the brushes 
and tools I normally 
use for the patch-quilt 
technique
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p  STAGE SIX  
Additional dark values were 
added to further express the 
shape of the mid-ground

q  FINISHED PAINTING
Taking Flight, watercolour, 10314in 
(25.5335.5cm)

u  Value 
representation 
This image shows the value 
range you can achieve by 
using this technique

Steve Griggs 
 lives in Denver, Colorado. He is a 

signature member of the Colorado 
Watercolour Society and the Rocky 

Mountain National Watermedia 
Society. He is represented by Mirada 
Fine Art Gallery in Denver, Colorado; 

Twisted Fish Gallery in Elk Rapids, 
Michigan; and J Petter Galleries in 
Douglas, Michigan. Steve teaches 
classes and workshops in person  

and online. 
https://stevegriggswatercolour.com
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