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ABSTRACT 

The gradual acquisition and constant refinement of artistic skills in whatever genre 

of art are important for the ultimate development of personal styles that enable 

artists and students alike to fully engage in their artistic endeavours. The 

development of personal style in painting is particularly important in this regard 

and it is inextricably intertwined with the development of the prerequisite painting 

skill. It can be argued that there are two critical stages in the holistic development 

of personal skill in painting; there is the stage of acquisition of skill and the 

subsequent stage of refinement of skill. The stage of acquisition of artistic skill is 

perceived to be the period where skill is gained, attained, and consolidated 

including the time spent in formal art school. Consolidation of skill includes the 

harnessing and organizing of underlying or embedded artistic talent. The stage of 

refinement of artistic skill is perceived to be the period where acquired artistic skill 

enters the realm of refinement. Although these stages obviously tend to overlap, 

there is a point where one ófeelsô by virtue of acknowledgeable work that he or 

she has acquired the prerequisite or commensurate skill to be able to perform 

specific artistic tasks and that that prerequisite skill only needs to be subsequently 

refined over time. The wider concept of the development of personal style itself 

lacks such demarcation of time and definition since it is always evolving and 

adapting to new challenges, innovations and environments and is, therefore, seen 

to be lifelong rather than time specific. In examining the featured oil paintings, 

this paper seeks to explore the concept of refinement of skill and determine 

whether or not there occurs significant visual refinement of skill within a time 

period of four continuous years, the time frame within which the paintings were 

created. The artist, who is a Masters student at Kenyatta University, undertook the 

paintings of birds as a matter of personal artistic interest over the said period of 

time and did not have prior knowledge of an impending specific study of his work 

in this regard. Subsequently, the level of skill, technique and personal style as 

displayed in the paintings were both spontaneous and authentic. In the initial 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.37284/eajass.6.1.1174


East African Journal of Arts and Social Sciences, Volume 6, Issue 1, 2023 
Article DOI : https://doi.org/10.37284/eajass.6.1.1174 

168 | This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License 

 

review of the paintings and other prior work by the artist, the study determined 

that the artists had attained the level of skill necessary to be classified as having 

surpassed the stage of óacquisitionô of artistic skill and was, therefore, no longer 

seeking to acquire painting skills for purposes of undertaking his work. 

Subsequently, the focus of the study shifted to the realm of refinement. The 

number of paintings featured (34), painted randomly over time, that is, without 

any prior reference to or inclination towards the visual interest of the study, was 

determined to be sufficient to extract the desired outcome. In addition, the 

paintings were created as a matter of the artistôs sustained personal interest in the 

study of various types of birds; their colours, shapes, forms, textures, and 

environment. Although the artist engaged in other types of paintings within the 

same time frame, the study, however, selected the artistôs own sustained interest 

in the subject of birds as a matter of consistency of subject matter and its 

renditions.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Oil painting as a medium has been in use for 

centuries and due to its unique versatility; it has 

fascinated artists throughout history and inspired 

them to create great paintings. It has also 

transcended various styles and techniques that have 

enabled artists across generations to find their 

expressive and stylistic comfort zones. Oil painting, 

together with its materials and tools, enables artists 

to have the flexibility of colour choice, use of denser 

and luminous colours, ease of colour mixing and 

application, the leeway to create memorable tonal 

variations, the ability to utilize a variety of 

brushstrokes to create textural effects, the utilization 

of certain specific techniques that culminate in 

desired effects unique to oil painting. The 

acquisition and refinement of skill in painting is, 

therefore, often intricately intertwined with the 

purposeful use of oil paints as a popular medium as 

well as the concerted study of oil painting 

techniques.  

Roche (2021) observes that ñBy adding more oil 

painting techniques to your artist skill set, you can 

enhance your range of skills in an incredibly 

rewarding wayò. Skills in painting are a set of 

competencies or abilities that help one to 

specifically be able to respond to artistic challenges 

or to purposefully create art work that is expressive 
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and enduring. They are often referred to as a ósetô 

because they are utilized in artistic unison; the 

application of one skill is related to another which 

all then become collectively complementary. There 

is, for instance, the skill of colour choice and 

application where one ought to have mastered 

colour relationships. There is the skill of 

observation and minute detailing; there is also the 

skill of textural study and application; there is the 

skill of the use of colour tones and there is the skill 

of the utilization of painting techniques and their 

prerequisite materials and tools. Compositional skill 

is critical in the creation of any art work and 

paintings in particular.  

All these skills are consolidated into a potent body 

of skills through creativity which stems from a 

creative mind. As observed, it is difficult to isolate 

one skill from another since they are applied 

holistically and often spontaneously but it is also 

possible for an artist to be proficient or more 

endowed in one skill as compared to another and, 

hence, the continuous need to harmonize their 

comprehension and usage. Skills in painted art are, 

therefore, important in order to create and execute 

outstanding paintings and to enable an artist to 

express himself or herself in the best way possible 

through these paintings. Just like any other skill or 

set of skills, painting skills need enhancement from 

time to time since development of personal style 

that emanates from these skills is a continuous 

process and is, therefore, lifelong. Painting skills are 

enhanced through continuous engagement in 

techniques of painting and emerging technology, 

improvisations, and innovations.  

Skill in painting as discussed in this study also 

underscores the emergence of individual style; the 

two are intertwined. Carrubba (2016) observes that 

ñStyles, when the term is used in a more generic 

sense, often describe the manner in which an artist 

created the particular work of art. This may be 

naturalistic (also called representative), idealized, 

classical, stylized, surreal, abstract, or non-

naturalistic (non-representative)ò. In this regard, an 

artist cannot develop his or her artistic style without 

the systematic engagement of specific attributable 

skills that bear certain unique characteristics, be 

they in the use of elements and principles of art or 

in the handling of the medium of choice. In addition, 

Lieu (2013) notes that ñIn an artistôs style, there are 

usually defined characteristics, a specific means of 

handling a media, or repeated strategies in an artistôs 

style that are consistently visible in every artworkò.  

Analytical Framework  

Although this study features paintings of birds, the 

core idea was not necessarily to delve into the 

essence of birds themselves or their natural 

behavioural tendencies in their environment or what 

the forms may suggest. Birds happened to be a 

subject matter that interested the artist in his quest 

to apply a certain level of skill; hence the substantial 

amount of time he spent engrossed in achieving this 

artistic task, which was to paint selected birds in a 

realist setting. In order to achieve this artistically, 

however, there needed to be a painted study of the 

birds as they appear in their environment in which 

the effectiveness of applied personal skill would be 

interrogated. As earlier noted, this paper sought to 

find out whether there occurred any significant 

enhancement or even transformation of skill that 

made subsequent paintings improve over a period of 

four years and, therefore, yield better quality 

renditions of the paintings of birds. 

Any work of art will always require a certain 

consideration of formal analysis which is a type of 

visual description that delves particularly on the 

usage and arrangement of formal elements and 

principles of design as applied in pictorial 

composition and how they all integrate to culminate 

in the whole artistic composition. Formal analysis, 

hence, focuses on the visual elements in a 

composition that are observable and, therefore, 

determinable. Since a good pictorial composition in 

painting, for instance, in created by skilful selection, 

application and arrangement of elements, then 

personal skill and eventual stylistic connotations 
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become important core considerations. Munsteberg 

(2008-2009) notes that ñFormal analysis is a 

specific type of visual description. Unlike ekphrasis, 

it is not meant to evoke the work in the readerôs 

mind. Instead, it is an explanation of visual 

structure, of the ways in which certain visual 

elements have been arranged and function within a 

compositionò. The elements that feature in any 

formal analysis include colour, line, shape, texture, 

light and dark as well as mass/space. In 

conceptualizing a work of art, formal analysis will 

include such principles as balance, proportion, 

rhythm, or movement. The analysis itself entails 

how each of these has been used and its structural 

effect and influence upon the composition as well as 

the holistic visual characteristics or appearance of 

the final composition or form.  

Formal analysis, therefore, does not focus on the 

subject matter, its content, or emotive message. This 

paper examines the painting of birds as individual 

compositions where the bird itself does not elicit 

any message other than being the subject of artistic 

interest. In each rendition of painting of the 

respective bird, the analysis will confine itself to the 

usage and arrangement of the visual elements in 

each composition. By extension, this will also 

inform the study of the essence of the prerequisite 

skill that produces the painting renditions. The 

analysis will further show whether or not there 

occurs any enhancement or transformation of skill 

over time that affects the finesse of each respective 

painting rendition. It is presumed that any 

enhancement of skill in tandem with time 

progression will ultimately result in better artistic 

representations or that lack of it will result in the 

retention of the original appeal of the paintings as 

presented in earlier renditions. This study will also 

identify the unique characteristics of the artistôs 

application of the elements, the consistency of 

which will entail a stylistic approach to analysis. 

Stylistic approach tends to identify, among many 

other things, indicators of uniqueness in the 

application of the formal elements in a work of art 

and is often used to distinguish one artistôs work 

from another based on the peculiarities of what their 

work entails.

 

ANALYSIS OF WORK  

 
Plate 1. 'Barn Swallow' (2021) 

Oil on canvas - 24 cm x 24 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 
Plate 2. 'Barn Swallow' (2022) 

Oil & Ink on canvas - 20 cm x 20 cm 

Source ï The artist 
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'Barn Swallow' (Plate 1) is a well executed painting 

which shows the manifestation of skill in the 

application of textural effects of flufy breast 

feathers, a variety of brown colour tones and a good 

sense of composition. The background adopts the 

tonal colour of the bird and its perch but the dark 

tonal variation of the head and slightly elevated tone 

of the body create adequate tonal contrast that 

makes the bird stand out. The tonal variation of the 

stone base upon which the bird perches also bears 

the same tonal value as the background and the 

breast of the bird. However the bird still stands out 

because of the slight suggestion of shadows. 

'Barn Swallow' (Plate 2) shows the same bird with 

white flufy breast fur but shows an indication of the 

use of shining natural light on the bird as well as on 

its barbed wire perch. The dark plain background is 

another addition to the painting but the fundamental 

visual appearance of the bird itself shows the same 

application of skill. The artist acknowledges that he 

did not óexperienceô any upsurge of skill in these 

paintings done in 2021 and 2022 respectively other 

than the emphasis on the effect of light as well as 

the addition of the dark background.

 
Plate 3. 'Chestnut' (2019) 

Oil on canvas - 45 cm x 35 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 
Plate 4. 'Chickadee' (2021) 

Oil on canvas - 25 cm x 25 cm 

Source ï The artist 

'Chestnut' (Plate 3) is the first painting (2019) that 

shows the skill which is the focus of this paper. The 

artist paints the bird showing admirable detail and 

paying a lot of emphasis on textural effects of the 

feathers and breast fur. Textural effects are also 

applied on the dead tree trunk. The artist captures 

the shape and character of the bird, aspects which 

are essential for establishing whether there occured 

significant enhancement of skill in later paintings. 

The background is dark indicating that the idea of 

dark contrasting backgrounds was not introduced in 

later paintings as an enhancement and that it was an 

integral part of the initial skill. The bird also shows 

the onset of the use of illuminative light at this point 

indicating, as well, that this was part of the initial 

skill that the artist wanted to display. 

The painting of a óChickadeeô (Plate 4) was done 

two years after that of the Chestnut (Plate 3). It is 
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evident that even though the two paintings were 

executed two years apart, the level of skill displayed 

in the painting in Plate 4 remains basically the same 

as in Plate 3. This is in terms of the texture of 

feathers and breast fur which is executed with the 

same thin brushstrokes and minute detail. The shape 

and form of the bird are accurate and are descriptive 

of the referent bird. The use of tones and shadows 

are well incorporated in depicting the bird. The 

background remains basically plain but provides an 

adequate contrast that helps the bird to emerge in its 

environment.

 
Plate 5. 'Great Tit ' (2021) 

Oil on canvas - 24 cm x 24 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 
Plate 6. 'Common Bulbul'' (2022) 

Oil on canvas - 20 cm x 20 cm 

Source ï The artist 

The Great Tit (Plate 5) is well executed with 

textural effects and colour tones on the feathers and 

thin brushstrokes on the breast fur. The bird is 

studied in detail and is descriptive of the active 

nature of the bird. The notion of óactivenessô can be 

visually deduced from the nature of the pose. The 

artist adds an aspect of the perch which is an angled 

metal bar with barbed wire which together with the 

dark shadow, also depicts the angle from which the 

light is coming from. This light also reflects upon 

the side of the bird which leaves the head and part 

of the breast in the shadow. The background is a 

light grey which creates enough contrast to ephasize 

the bird since the bird itself bears a comparatively 

dark outline. There is no fundamental difference in 

the level of skill in the painting of the birds in Plate 

4 and Plate 5, both done in 2021. 

The Common Bulbul painting (Plate 6) shows a 

little shift in the way the background is presented 

with a sharp colour contrast and a random patch of 

green. This may have been an experimentation with 

backgrounds in the later paintings. Although the 

bird itself is well painted, the orange (or burnt 

sienna according to the artist) competes with the 

bird for the attention of the viewerôs eye. The 

boldness of its use and the additional green patch 

which creates another contrast (Orange and green 

are complementary colours) are not necessarily an 

enhancement of the painting. The skill applied in the 
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painting of the bird still remains constant and 

unchanged.

 
Plate 7. 'Grey headed Kingfisher' (2022) 

Oil on canvas - 20 cm x 20 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 
Plate 8. 'Hooded Robin' (2022) 

Oil on canvas - 20 cm x 20 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 

The 'Grey headed Kingfisher' (Plate 7) is a detailed 

study of the shape and form as well as colour as they 

manifest on the bird. Meticulous brushstrokes 

underscore the textural effects on the back feathers 

all the way to the top of the birdôs head. The artist 

also uses the effect of shining natural light which is 

visible on the twig and on the feathers. The use of 

tones and shadows help to enhance the form making 

the bird appear three dimensional. The orange 

background with a patch of green is similar to Plate 

6 and seems to have been an experimentation on 

background effects. 

'Hooded Robin' (Plate 8) depicts textural effects on 

the breast fur as well as other feathers and also 

shows the effect of illuminative light. The use of 

light and dark tones helps to mould the form of the 

bird into a rounded entity. A dark green background 

contrasts adequately with the black and white of the 

bird which helps the bird to pop out. The two birds, 

painted in 2022, display the same skill set and 

suggest that a level of skill may not be transformed 

within a short period of time and that any 

transformation may require a new impetus in the 

application of technique.
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Plate 9. 'Kingfisher II' (2021) 

Oil on canvas - 30 cm x 30 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 
Plate 10. 'Kingfisher III '  (2021) 

Oil on canvas - 20 cm x 20 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 

Kingfisher II (Plate 9) is a beautiful study of the bird 

in action. The artist focuses on the effect of shining 

natural light that illuminates part of the bird and 

creates contrasting shadows. This is augmented by 

the use of a dark background which makes the bird 

really pop out. Textural effects are evident as an 

integral part of the skill displayed as well as the 

application of colour and colour tones. The shape 

and form of the bird remain accurately articulated 

Kingfisher III (Plate 10) is the study of the same 

bird and since the paintings were done in the same 

year and probably during the same specific time 

span, they appear to be very similar in the 

articulation of skill. The artist sustains the skill 

shown in the application of textural effects in the 

feathers and branch of the tree upon which the bird 

perches. The blue and orange colours are applied in 

cognisance with their respective colour tones that 

also show the segmentation of the feathers. The use 

of shadows beneath the feathers and on the branch 

of the tree help to emphasize the form of the bird 

and articulate the minute details. The contrasting 

colour of the dark background is consistent with the 

strategy to make the bird stand out by creating a 

stark contrast that also helps to illuminate the form. 

The use of illuminative light appears in one way or 

other in all the paintings but is particularly profound 

in some as illustrated in this painting.
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Plate 11. 'Kingfisher IV' (2021) 

Oil on canvas - 30 cm x 30 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 
Plate 12. ''Kingfisher V ' (2022) 

Oil on canvas - 15 cm x 18 cm 

Source ï The artist 

 

'Kingfisher IV' (Plate 11) is a continuation of the 

series of paintings of the Kingfisher bird and 

therefore continues the articulation of certain 

aspects of skill that underpin the essence of the 

artistôs individual ability and painting style. The 

bird is executed in minute detail, studying the 

textural effect on the feathers and fur as well as the 

shape and form of the bird. The artist consistently 

shows his admirable ability to accurately portray the 

individual bird as it exists in its natural 

environment. The experimentation with the 

background appears to focus on the use of a palette 

knife and the application of contrasting plain colour 

rather than dark tonal contrast as evident in other 

paintings done within the same year. 

'Kingfisher IV' (Plate 12) does not exhibit any 

marked difference from an earlier related painting, 

Kingfisher III (Plate 10) despite the fact that were 

done one year apart. The two paintings have dark 

backgrounds and display the same level of detail in 

the execution of the bird. This implies that the level 

of skill did not significantly change within the one-

year time span and that the artist used the same óskill 

toolsô to execute the paintings that helped him to 

achieve the desired artistic task. This is consistent 

with the notion that once a skill has been developed 

to a certain level sufficient enough or significant 

enough to articulate a certain artistic objective or 

goal, then there occurs the subsequent tendency for 

that skill to remain constant.
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