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I think that good art can be made by a good artist with any sort of materials, but it sure is easier to have good tools. Brushes, paint, paper, all three are quite important in watercolor painting, and I think it sensible to get the best for your approach to painting that you can afford.  With respect to brushes, I have the following observations from my own systematic testing and comparison of various brands.  These remarks are limited to the suitability of brushes for traditional transparent watercolor painting on paper.

When precise shapes are important in your painting (as opposed to very loose, splashy work), there is nothing better than a high quality Kolinsky brush.  These hold a lot of paint, release it very steadily and predictably, hold their points well, and offer enough resistance and resilience to make them very predictable in building shapes. No synthetic brushes that I have tried perform as well in these aspects, although some synthetics made with a variety of diameters of fibers (for example, Richeson ‘Quiller’ Series 7000 or ProArte Prolene series 101) may perform acceptably.  I have not used DaVinci Cosmotop Spin, which should perform about like Prolene or 7000.   In between one finds sable/synthetic blends, such as W&N Sceptre Gold or Cheap Joe’s Dreamcatcher. These blends may perform almost as well as low-grade sables.  The most noticeable shortcomings of synthetic brushes will be dramatically less paint per load, ‘dumping’ the paint at the start of the stroke, and inferior pointing.  I do often pick a #6 or so Quiller or Prolene round for minor re-touching or gentle scrubbing or lifting.  Also, the synthetics are much to be preferred for work with acrylics, because of the wear and tear on expensive sables.

Among brands of Kolinsky rounds, one still finds a wide range of prices, with quality tracking price to some extent.  Further, sizing is quite variable – one manufacturer’s #8 may be close in size to another’s #12.  The prices result from marketing and promotion costs as well as selection of the hair to be used and the care in building the brush.  Kolinskies come from all across northern Asia. The best and most scarce are generally considered to come from the long, stiff tail hair of winter male Siberian Kolinsky weasels – some of the manufacturers using this select hair are Kalish, Winsor&Newton Series 7, and DaVinci Maestro.  Other brushes labeled Kolinsky may come from other areas (Tajmir, even China – Harbin), may be from females caught any time of year, etc., or may even be mislabeled.  These brushes may still be pretty good and distinctly superior to synthetics.  The largest W&N Series 7 I have used is #2; it does not seem any better than my small Kalish.

I can recommend Kalish Series 1 (generously sized), DaVinci Maestro Series 35, or Daniel Smith Autograph Series 44-14 as all being very fine brushes, wonderfully pleasing to use, although expensive.  Close behind come Escoda (Spanish) and Cheap Joe’s Dragon Tongue (which I think may be made by Escoda).  These are reasonably priced, and may be as much as most painters would want.  They are sized somewhat smaller, and don’t have the length of the top class Kolinsky brushes.  Richeson 6228 Kolinsky brushes seem to me to be of slightly lower quality (spring, pointing, length of hair), but maybe available at very good prices for Kolinsky and are still good quality brushes.  One supply house is marketing the DaVinci  Maestro 35 as a “Charles Reid” brush.

Flats from the same manufacturers appear to me to perform along the same lines as the rounds.  Kalish flats come as both one-stroke (very long hair) and brights.  I find flats preferable for paintings with architectural elements, or just sometimes because I like the different kind of strokes and action.

For acrylics, I like the Richeson 9100 flats (aquarelle style – short handle with beveled tip).  However, with watercolor, they don’t hold as much paint as natural hair brushes and dump it fast.  They make a nice sharp edge, but no better than Kolinsky.

When painting more loosely or for washes where a softer touch is required, consider squirrel brushes, which can be quite pleasant to paint with.  They have the best paint capacity of all and point nicely.  However, they have little spring, and can’t be used as effectively for shape control.  I like the Isabey quill-ferruled series 6234.  The size designations are very different – a 1 or 0 is already fairly good-sized, and an 8 is enormous.  If you like “Goliath” brushes, try a #8 Isabey squirrel, and you’ll never touch a synthetic Goliath again.  The latter dump their paint fast and are real splashers.  Cheap Joe’s Nighthawk flats seem to me to be made of squirrel, and I really like his 1” aquarelle Nighthawk for loose painting – a good variety of edges can be obtained, it paints forever, and it doesn’t scrub up an underpainting as much as a stiffer brush.  However, the Kalish or Daniel Smith Kolinsky flats do give better control (at a much, much higher price).

Travel brushes are handy when you want a tiny kit.  Isabey makes some nice sable and squirrel travel brushes, and DaVinci and Daniel Smith (he may get his from DaVinci) have Kolinsky travel brushes.  These all perform comparably to small regular rounds, apart from a little different balance. The Kolinsky hair is not the highest grade for these, more mid-range. The Isabey have a brass handle and are trimmer.  Synthetic travel brushes are available as well, but I find that they again hold less paint and tend to dump it in a less predictable fashion – but use them for acrylic or ink.

Liners or riggers come in a wide range of sizes, again in the usual types of hairs.  Daniel Smith (#44-12) or Kalish liners would be excellent.  For the rigger type of application the advantages of the finest hair are very important.  

Some other ‘niche’ brushes include the Universal Liners (a Kolinsky shaft with a squirrel base) to get spring and a fine point with a very large reservoir of paint; Isabey, Cheap Joe, others sell these.  I have never really gotten much use out of mine.  There are also Hake brushes, wide squirrel wash brushes, etc., which may be very good for some types of work.

Isabey makes a quill-bound Kolinsky brush, the “Onyx” (their size 0, like a more typical #12), which is quirky because of its short handle, but is actually a delightful brush to use.

Bottom line:

If I went to a desert island with only 3 brushes, I would grab a Kalish Series 1 size 12 round, a Kalish 1” flat Kolinsky (or wider if I had an inheritance before then), and my Isabey #8 squirrel mop.  The Daniel Smith or DaVinci equivalents might serve as well.  For my type of painting, I don’t use very small brushes often, and the points on these are really good.  I think I could paint about anything from a postcard up to a full sheet with just these.

When budget problems loom really large, I still advise one to buy the best brushes possible, and the Escodas are excellent value.  I have a #18 Escoda series 1212 Kolinsky round, which is a great brush, but I would probably choose a #12 and a #6 along with a Cheap Joe Nighthawk 1” flat.

Kalish brushes are sold direct, www.kalishbrushes.com
Daniel Smith also direct, www.danielsmith.com 

DaVinci brushes (this is a totally different company from DaVinci paints) are sold by many vendors, including Cheap Joe (www.cheapjoes.com) and Daniel Smith. 

Escoda brushes are less widely available, but Curry’s (www.currys.com) does have them.

In Little Rock, Art Outfitters carries the Richeson brushes, W&N Sceptre Gold, some of the Isabey brushes, sometimes some of the DaVinci brushes, and they might be able to get some of the others, especially W&N.

Incidentally, some US$ prices for comparison:

CJAS 

   Dragon's Tongue #12 round    $43  (these are sized a little small - this brush is maybe 2 sizes smaller than the DaV maestro 35)

   Dreamcatcher    #12 round    $21

   DaVinci Cosmotop Spin  #12 round $11.45

   DaVinci Maestro Series 10 Kolinsky #12 round $91

   W&N Sceptre Gold #12 round $16

   Isabey Squirrel 6234 #2  $21,  #8 $52

   Nighthawk no longer in catalog   :(

   Dreamcatcher 1" flat  $38

Curry's

   Escoda Kolinsky #12 round  $26  

                   #16 round   $61

(these are sized a little small - the Escoda #12 is about the same diameter but significantly shorter hair than the Kalish #8, for example.)

Daniel Smith

   Autograph 44-14 Kolinsky round  #12 $79

             44-09          flat    1"  $152

   DaVinci Maestro Series 35  round #12  $98  

   Richeson Quiller series 7000  #12 round  $17

                                  1" flat    $31

Kalish

   Series 1 Kolinsky round #12  $84

                           #10  $63

   Series 3 Kolinsky flat (bright) 1"  $75

          2                (one-stroke) $120

ASW ProArte Prolene 

                round #12   $8 

Jerry's  Richeson 9100 1" flat $17

The Richeson Kolinsky brushes can be found for as low as $25 for a #12 round

Actual Size Measurements: (mm – diameter at ferrule x  length)

#4 
Kalish 
3.5x16.5

#6 
Kalish 
4.4x20.3


Escoda 
3.6x17.5


Prolene
3.8x17.5

#8
Kalish
5.7x27.6


Escoda
4.5x20.1

#10
Escoda
6.0x22.2


Prolene
6.2x25.4

#12
DaVinci Maestro35  8.4x34.1


CJAS Dragon’sT      7.4x27.7


WN Sceptre Gold     8.2x31.4


Rich Quiller               9.4x34.5

#14
Rich Kolinsky
          8.7x30


Prolene

          9.2x32.4

#16
DanSmith 44-14        9.2x37.5

#18
Escoda

         12.4x41

BRUSH COMPARISON – One-inch flats

Barry D. Lindley

December 27, 1998

Brush preferences are very personal, depending on one’s painting style and many intangible factors or aspects which are difficult to assess objectively – “feel” of handle and balance, “spring”, etc.  If you like to splash paint with bold strokes, you may be less concerned with “dumping” (flooding of paint from the brush when first touched to paper) or dripping; flooding can also be modified with wetness of style, pre-touching of brush to thirsty pad, consistency of paint, type of paper. etc.

Amount of paint held may not be of importance for some styles – e.g., flower painters who do petals individually may be most concerned with pointing and slow release, especially when painting in non-monumental formats.  Total amount of paint can also be compensated by moving to a larger brush size, as long as pointing remains good.

Further, some quality aspects may emerge only with long use – durability, shedding, maintenance of shape, etc.

This test emphasizes the quickest and simplest sort of assessment and may overlook some quality advantages or some things of importance in your style.

METHODS:

Arches 140 lb CP, not stretched or scrubbed, dry

Cobalt blue mixed to mid-value in distilled water with 1 tsp/pint gum arabic

Brushes made “thirsty”, then loaded as fully as possible, touched once each side to rim of dish, no dripping

Smooth, steady stroke until skipping dry

Length of track measured to first significant dry patch, any initial “dump” which dried to rim subtracted

Dry measurements of bristle/hair size in millimeters (track in inches)

BRUSHES:

All nominally one inch

All fairly well broken in, except for (F), which was new, but washed in warm water thoroughly

 Measurements are <width at ferrule>/<length of visible hair>/<fattest width dry>

All the brushes “felt” fairly good and were enjoyable to use (I like large flats).  All came to a good sharp edge, although with some the brush had to be drier to get a good edge because of dumping with heavy loads.  All had fairly good spring.

Note that flats are sometimes styled as “one stroke”, “aquarelle” (relatively short hair, beveled handle tip for scraping), wash, etc.  I did test one wash brush (flat handle, 28/38/9, Grumbacher 4424 “Sable Essence” – appears to  be a natural/synthetic blend – but found it not to hold any more paint or to offer any apparent advantages over the better listed brushes).

(A) Silverado #40, white synthetic, black handle,  25/28/4

(B) Richeson 9100, orange synthetic, aquarelle style, clear plastic handle, 25.5/23/5

(C) Richeson 7010 (Quiller), brown/bronze synthetic, black handle, 29/34/5, $27 at local shop 

(D) Cheap Joe (CJAS) Dreamcatcher, sable/synth blend, varnished “mahogany” handle (looks just like the Escoda 1212 handles), made in Spain,  28/31/7,  $37

(E) CJAS Nighthawk, natural (squirrel?), aquarelle style, black handle, 26/25/7, $13

(F) Daniel Smith 44-09, Kolinsky  sable (Germany), black handle, 25/28/9, $gift-don’t ask

I will also make some final comments on other brushes based on similar tests with rounds.

RESULTS:

Save the Silverado and Richeson 9100 for acrylics – they hold much less paint and tend to dump at the beginning unless blotted, in which case the paint that can be delivered is still less.  They might be suitable for beginning students or for some styles, but they just don’t compare in feel or performance to the others.

Value winner/best buy – (E) CJAS Nighthawk  - maybe a little soft, but a pleasure to use, stroked out very smoothly, good edge, lots of capacity, good balance, useful beveled aquarelle handle, unbeatable price.

Best – (F) Daniel Smith Kolinsky sable – most even release, large capacity, excellent edge, good spring, good balance and feel, should last very well, maybe even improve with use.  In view of price, though definitely a luxury.

DATA: Area coverage (track length, but at one inch width, also square inches, approx)

(A) 12
Bad dumping,  caused puddle edge mark, required pumping  from the dump on, couldn’t get a good edge without blotting first

(B) 10
Ditto

(C) 20
A surprise – this is a handsome brush, with good reviews by other artists, and might serve better in some styles than appeared in my test.  No dumping but need a little “pumping” or “milking” to get maximum delivery.  I like its feel, but it doesn’t match the best two.

(D) 22
Also a surprise – best looking brush of the lot, but didn’t deliver much and required pumping

(E) 36
As I mentioned, don’t miss trying this one – very good feel and smooth release, excellent coverage without pumping, and terrific price

(F) 33
A wonderful brush, for which I am grateful, and which I will use as first choice

OTHER BRUSHES:

In less extensive tests of similar nature, I looked at a variety of sizes and manufacturers  in rounds and smaller flats.  These included Prolene, Richeson Quiller 7000, W&N Sceptre Gold (a synth/sable blend), Richeson Kolinsky 6229/6228, Escoda 1212,  CJAS  Dragon’s Tongue Tajmir Kolinsky, Yarka Kolinsky, Isabey Onyx Kolinsky , and two tiny W&N Series 7.

Of these, the Prolene and Richeson 7000 were disappointing, since I had heard such good things about them.  Their paint capacity just didn’t match that of some of the others of the same sizes – of course, one could go to larger sizes, since they point well.  They are distinctly superior to most cheap synthetics, however.  The CJAS DreamCatcher round (#8) was also a disappointment.  The Richeson Kolinskys, Escodas, and CJAS Dragon’s Tongue were all delightful, and the W&N Sceptre Gold was the VALUE SURPRISE – generally excellent capacity, smooth delivery, good point, good feel.  The Isabey Onyx is a wonderful brush, unique but pricey (mine was a gift from a friend, bought in Paris before they started exporting to the US, individually numbered  as No.235 of 400, and with a quote from Alfred de Vigny,  “Aimer ce que jamais on ne verra deux fois.”

[enjoy that which you will not see the likes of again]

