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Sometimes the best way to improve one’s 
painting is to get away from the isolation 
of a studio and interact with nature and 

with other artists. That’s what David Tanner 
discovered after painting outdoors during trips 
abroad, when he accepted invitations to dem-
onstrate and teach painting through the Visual 
Arts Center of Richmond in Virginia, and as he 
expanded his horizons in workshops and at a 
convention of portrait painters. 

“As every teacher knows, one can learn 
a great deal by interacting with students or 
an audience of people watching you demon-
strate,” Tanner says. “That’s when you have 
to articulate what you are doing, often about 
aspects of your creative process you have never 
carefully examined. When students ask ques-
tions like ‘Why did you use ultramarine blue 
and not cobalt blue?’ or ‘Could you explain 
what you mean by ‘atmospheric perspec-
tive’?’ you have to think hard about what you 
are doing and offer answers the students can 
understand.”

By the time Tanner started demonstrating draw-
ing techniques for adult and children’s classes, he was 
spending most of his personal time in a studio, work-
ing from photographs. Shortly afterward he began of-
fering drawing instruction, demonstrating still life and 
figure painting techniques. He says, “During the 10 
years after I graduated from college. I developed a suc-
cessful career of painting commissioned portraits from 
photographs and didn’t see a need to work from life. I 
created figure drawing and still life paintings from life 
when I was in school, but it wasn’t until 2000-2001, 
when I demonstrated drawing and painting tech-
niques, that I began making a concerted effort to work 
directly from a model or a still life setup. I could see 
how limiting it was to only work from photographs.”

DAVID TANNER  

Learning Through Sharing
Virginia artist David Tanner made strides in his work when he started painting outdoors,  

and sharing his work by teaching and demonstrating.
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David Tanner demonstrating for students

Hazy Day in Rome
2014, oil, 24 x 30 in. 
Collection Ed Brauderick 
Studio
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NAME: David Tanner
BIRTHDATE: 1969
LOCATION: Richmond, VA
INFLUENCES:  “Historical influences: Sar-
gent, Sorolla, Zorn, Repin, Kroyer, Tuke, 
Rockwell, and many others.  Contem-
porary favorites:  Jerry Weiss, Tom Root, 
David Hettinger, Kevin Macpherson, and 
many others. “
WEBSITE: www.davidtannerfineart.com 

During the next few years, Tanner decided 
to expand his skills and professional associations 
by taking workshops and attending the annual 
convention of the Portrait Society of America.

“At the first convention I attended, in 2003, 
I watched some sensational demonstrations by 
Everett Raymond Kinstler, Daniel Greene, Nelson 
Shanks, and other top portrait painters,” he recalls. 
“I went back the next year and made other connec-
tions and learned a great deal more that I took back 
to my classes in Richmond. I also made the deci-
sion to go for further study with Nelson Shanks in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Robert Liberace in 
Alexandria, Virginia.”

During the workshops with Shanks at Studio 
Incamminati in Philadelphia, Tanner received in-
struction from the master, his associates, and guest 
artists. Dan Thompson was one of those guests, 

and both he and Shanks studied in Provincetown, 
Massachusetts, with Henry Hensche (1899-1992), 
who encouraged students to concentrate on color 
relationships and to use an extensive palette of 

pigments. Shanks takes the emphasis on color rela-
tionships further by setting up still lifes and posing 
models under colored spotlights, against brightly 
colored backgrounds, and next to painted boxes. 

“Those exercises were tremendously helpful 
in understanding how to push color while main-
taining a high degree of realism,” says Tanner. “It 
certainly got me to think differently about the 
way I paint portraits and figure studies. For one 
thing, Shanks encourages artists to squint when 
they first evaluate a subject so they see colors and 
values but not details. Moreover, he teaches that 
perception is based on adjacent colors, so know-
ing the exact color of a surface is less important 

Girl With Flower Basket 
2010, oil, 18 x 14 in. 

Private collection
Plein air & studio

Joe With the Morning Paper
2014, oil, 16 x 24 in. 
Private collection 
Plein air & studio
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Wet Snow on Boulevard
2009, oil, 6 x 8 in. 
Collection the artist 
Plein air

Russia: View of St. Petersburg Across River Neva
2008, oil, 40 x 30 in. 
Collection the artist 

Studio

Along the Tiber in Rome
2008, oil, 8 x 10 in. 
Collection the artist 
Plein air
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than being aware of the warm and cool tempera-
ture relationships between those colors.” 

Tanner expanded the number of tube colors 
on his palette in keeping with the approaches 
of those he observed at Studio Incamminati. 
Students there use 12-13 colors, titanium white, 
only one earth color, and several convenience 
colors such as transparent oxide red, mars violet 
deep, yellow ochre, and Gamblin 1980 transpar-
ent yellow oxide. Tanner also improved his skills 
in drawing and painting figures during his stud-
ies with Robert Liberace, a master of capturing 
the dynamic motion of the human figure. 

Tanner had opportunities to focus on plein 
air painting when he made trips abroad with 
his partner. The first came in 2007, to Oxford, 
England, and that was followed by trips to 
Mexico, Russia, and Spain. “These were not ex-
clusively painting trips, so taking plein air sup-
plies and equipment allowed me to paint and 
still spend time doing tourist things with my 
partner,” the artist explains. “In planning for the 
journeys, I identified a number of locations that 
seemed excellent for painting, and I did work at 
some of those pre-selected sites. However, the 
best spots turned out to be the unexpected loca-
tions and circumstances. For example, it hap-
pened there was a great view from the roof deck 
of our hotel in Madrid, and I was able to paint 
several oil sketches from there. And some of the 
people we met in bed-and-breakfast homes were 
willing to pose for portrait drawings.” 

Tanner often finishes his plein air paintings 
in the studio or uses them as references when he 
is developing large studio pieces. “I don’t com-
plete many paintings outdoors,” he says, “because 
I take the sketches into the studio, study them, 
and make changes or refinements. I will even 
refer to photographs of the location for details.”

In the past five years, Tanner has gained 
national attention for his work, increased the 
number of sales through exhibitions and studio 
showings, and received invitations to participate 
in plein air festivals. “I’ve made a concerted 
effort to get my name and artwork out into the 
public realm through advertising, social media, 
exhibitions,” he says. “As a consequence, I’ve 
had to reduce my teaching to one day a week, 
with the occasional demonstration of plein air 
painting techniques. I’ve also continued to paint 

Shockoe Bottom Scene, Richmond 
2014, oil, 12 x 9 in. 
Private collection 
Plein air
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outdoors, either hiring models to pose in a landscape or responding to 
views around Richmond or wherever I travel. I’m talking to some artist 
friends about making a painting trip this year because we all need some 
dedicated time to just paint from nature.”

The artist says, “I highly recommend spending time with other art-
ists at plein air events, in workshops and art classes, and at conventions. 
In my experience, there is a lot to be gained by listening to and watch-
ing others, verbalizing what you know when teaching, and sharing your 
knowledge and experience wherever possible.” 

M. STEPHEN DOHERTY is editor-in-chief of  PleinAir magazine..

See more paintings by David Tanner in the expanded digital 
edition of PleinAir.

Siesta
2010, oil, 24 x 36 in. 

Collection Craig Via.
Studio
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