Brush Up On Artists’ Brushes

The brush is the decorative painter’s most important tool, but so many choices of type, style, shape, claims to quality, as well as price variations confuse or mystify us at times.  I hope this presentation takes some of the mystery away.  

Do you decide which brush to use by going "eeny-meeny-miney-moe”?  As beginning painters, we usually depended on the teacher to recommend the brush we needed.  Away from the classroom, we would like to make an informed choice of which brushes to purchase.  Knowing about hairs, bristles, filaments, shapes and styles, even how brushes are made, can help us evaluate and determine the relative merits of what we are buying. .  Of course, we always want the best quality at the lowest price.  

Several years ago, I received a ‘bonus’ book named BRUSHES, A Handbook for Artists and Artisans by Jacques Turner.  Preparing this program was the perfect opportunity to get it out to refresh my memory about various brushes.  I can recommend it as a reference book.  It was published in 1992, so there may be a revised version out.  Also, many brush companies put out information about their brushes, but a lot of the following information is from that book.  

The anatomy of a brush 

Handles can be wood or plastic, long or short.  The ferrule is the metal band that holds the tuft of hair and connects them to the handle.  The bristles are the tufts of hairs that you apply paint with.  The point of the brush is the very tip of the hairs. The belly is the thick midsection of a hair or a tuft of hairs. The butt is the end of the hair opposite the point. The most important part of a brush is the hair or bristles.  Before the 1950s brushes were all handmade.  Machines first introduced proved suitable only for inexpensive brushes of inferior quality.  In the 1980s mechanized systems could produce very acceptable medium grade brushes.  High quality brushes that lead the industry are made by hand in England, France and Germany.  Of course, these are costlier than a lesser quality.

Long handles vs. short handles: 

Long handles are devised for artists who stand at an easel.  Traditionally they were made of wood but many plastic handles are now available.  Handle color means nothing and is only used to make the brushes attractive to the consumer, a marketing gimmick.  Short handles are easier for decorative painters to use since we usually paint sitting down and our surface is closer to us. 

Hairs, bristles and filaments  

There are a number of misconceptions about various hairs used in brush making.  For example, although camelhair brushes are sold everywhere, most people do not know that they are not made of real camel hair.  Real camel hair has never been used; the term comes from the nineteenth century brush-maker named Camel, who rather than reveal the types of hair contained in his mixtures, called them camel hair.  The term sable is also a misnomer; the hairs from the animal called a sable (Martes zibellina) are not used for sable brushes.  Rather, sable brushes are made from various animals in the weasel family.  The best grades and most expensive brushes are called kolinsky sables which are crafted from kolinsky tail hair.  Lesser expensive red sable brushes are from varieties of weasel tail hair.
Natural Hairs

Kolinsky: A species of mink native to Siberia.  This is a superior quality and costly hair.  Only hair from the animal’s tail is used for brushes and the hair from the male’s tail is superior to the females.  It has a golden brown color and is fine, soft but very resilient and can pick up and spread the thickest paints.  

Weasel: Tail hair from this animal is commonly used for medium and low-priced red sable brushes.  Although the weasel is native to North America, Europe and Asia, only weasel tail hair from Asia is suitable for brush making.  The color is reddish-brown and the hair is shorter while the Kolinsky is golden brown and longer. These brushes are a good alternative for those who cannot afford Kolinsky.

Fitch:  Fitch is an animal that is closely related to the ferret, also known as polecat.  Best varieties come from Siberia and China.  Color varies from light tan to brownish-black.  They make excellent oil brushes but are best known for porcelain painting, as they are highly resilient with quality equal to weasel and medium priced.  

Squirrel:  Two types of squirrel hair are used for brush making.  Russian squirrel tail and Canadian squirrel tail.   Squirrel tail hairs are very fine and relatively thin.  They are conic shaped and have thick bellies and very fine points.  They point as well as kolinsky and red sable brushes but have very little snap because the hair is not very resilient.  The hair is very absorbent and works well in very liquid paints, inks and dyes.  Pure squirrel-hair brushes are quite popular with watercolorists but totally useless for applying thick oil paint.  They are medium priced.

Mongoose:  Mongoose is a good, medium priced, dark brown hair that is usually sold as Royal Sable, Crown Sable and even Royal Crown Sable.  Mongoose tail hairs from India are the best quality.  They have a great deal of snap, very resilient pointed hairs, and wear very well.  While costly, it is ideal for oil and acrylic painting.  

Badger:  The best and most expensive badger varieties are white-tip badger or high-mountain badger from France and Spain.  They have traditionally been used for making the blending brushes used in oil painting and indeed, the word badger has become synonymous with the word blending.  As a result many brushes that are called badger-blenders actually contain no badger at all.  Dyeing a dark brown stripe through the center of white goat hair or white hog bristles makes imitation badger hair.  Genuine badger has a bushy tip appearance and the conic shaped hair has a thick belly high up near the point.

Sabeline:  Sabeline is imitation sable made of ox hair that has been bleached and then dyed to resemble red sable. 

Ox:  Hair taken from the inside of the ears of cattle at the slaughterhouse.  They are popular in Germany and Italy.  Hair does not come to a point or fine edge but is very resilient with a good deal of snap.  Usually it is made into flat brushes, sometimes mixed with squirrel for sign painting brushes.

Pony:  Pony hair is used primarily for making school-grade watercolor brushes, lacquer touch-up brushes, and cosmetic brushes.  When mixed with squirrel hair it becomes a ‘camel hair” brush.

Goat:  Goat hair makes good cosmetic brushes used dry but not good painting brushes.  Black goat hair is sometimes used to make watercolor mops.  Goat hair was often mixed with pony hair to make “camel hair” brushes.

Hog Bristles: Boiled hog bristles make good artists and house-painting brushes. (Unboiled bristles bend over sideways when wet.)  Good quality white bristle brushes are less expensive than buying soft hair brushes and are very useful to obtaining a smooth flawless paint application on canvas.  

Other hairs: Bear, civet cat, wolf, dog tail, cat tail and rabbit hair have all been used in manufacturing artists brushes.  Advantages and disadvantages are not well known.

Quill Brushes: Any brush made with a section of feather shaft instead of a metal ferrule is a quill brush.  This type of ferrule is superior to modern plastic as plastic does not shrink around the tuft of hair and hold it in properly.  Goose, duck and turkey are the most used feathers and the brushes are very popular for sign painting, fabric painting and porcelain painting.   The natural bird feather is impervious to most solvents.  

Synthetic Hairs: 

These would more accurately be called fibers, as they are nylon filaments.  They were introduced in the 50s for house-painting brushes and later, easel brushes for acrylic painting.  The fibers were similar in diameter to hog bristles but lacked the flag or natural tip.  Eventually, to improve them, they crushed the tips.  In the 70’s a Japanese producer discovered a technique for creating points similar to those of natural hair at the tips of cylindrical filaments.  These were intended for wig making and were white to be dyed to resemble natural hair.  This discovery immediately interested the makers of artist’s brushes.  

Synthetic brushes are considerably less expensive than good natural hair.  Nonetheless, small synthetic hair brushes cost as much to make as small sable brushes, because synthetic hairs are always produced 2” long and has to be cut at the base to make the short hairs needed for small brushes.  The remnants are discarded at a loss.  Small sable-hair brushes are therefore usually no more expensive than small synthetic-hair brushes.  

Brushes containing synthetic hair are easy to recognize, despite the different colors they are dyed and the various brand names because each hair is pointed only at the tip; the rest of the hair shaft is cylindrical.  Such brushes have points but no bellies.  Synthetic hair reflects light differently than natural hair.

Although synthetic is not a perfect substitute for top quality natural hair, the development of pointed synthetic hair represents the most significant innovation in the manufacturing of brushes in the twentieth century. 
Mixtures of bristles or hairs:  Synthetic hair is often mixed with various types of natural hair.  The characteristics of synthetics are often improved when mixed at a rate of 40 or 50%.  By the same token, some inexpensive natural hair characteristics are improved by mixing them with synthetics.  

Advantages and disadvantages of synthetic brushes are:

· Synthetic-hair brushes point well but the points are not as fine as those of high quality squirrel or sable hair.

· Synthetic fibers or hairs are absorbent but feed liquid paints and inks onto the painting surface more rapidly than natural hair. 

· Synthetic hairs are too resilient, so that the brushes often have too much snap, resulting in less control of the brush stroke.

· The surface of the synthetic hair is very smooth, so that picking up and spreading thick paints is more difficult.

· Synthetic hairs do not wear in the same way that natural hairs do.  Instead of wearing away, the points of the hairs appear to curl up.  When this very annoying problem occurs, all you can do is discard it.  Never throw out a brush no matter how worn out or curled it is.  An old scruffy brush will do jobs that would destroy a good brush.  And when all the hair is gone, you might want to use the handle as a paint stirrer! ☺

