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B
efore the I 9th century figures 
were practically never painted by 
themselves or as subjects in their 

own right. Much like landscapes, they 
had to be imbued with historical, 
mythological, allegorical or religious 
themes. The Greek gods and the myths 
surrounding them offered the artists 
and , more relevantly, their patrons, a 
wonderful opportunity to display flesh 
under the guise of good taste and 
e rudition . Even the biblical tales of 
Bathsheba and Susanna offered 
opportunity for nudity under the 
discreet umbrella of disseminating the 
Christian message. In the past the 
background and environment 
surrounding the figure were a necessary 
part of the painting; today we are free 
from the constraints of narrative. 

The background as landscape 
There are many similarities between 
painting a figure and painting a 
landscape or still life. When we paint a 
landscape it is important to key the sky 
first . The whole mood and the colours 
we see are influenced by the sky, the 
time of day and the weather. Imagine 
the difference in the colours you see at 
sunrise , on a bright sunny day or a 

~ Adding an imagined 
background to the figure 
Ann Witheridge Woodland Nymph, oil on 

canvas, 31 X 23in {78.S X SS.Scm). 

With this painting, I worked alongside my 

students. They were doing a long project to 

push the pose and really understand the 

values and the gesture. I thought it would be 

fun to add a landscape from my imagination 

to give the painting more depth and to add a 

narrative. I added a copper urn in the 

foreground to emphasise the form and as a 

contrast to the trees 
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Backgrounds 
Ann Witheridge brings her series to a close by 
showing you how the environment in which you 
place your figure can alter the mood and 
composition of your painting 
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cloudy day. The colours or clouds may 
be so busy and seductive that little is 
needed in the landscape but a 
silhouette. Alternatively the sky may be 
grey and dull, so that the colours in the 
trees and buildings sing out and 
appear more intense. 

In figure painting the background is 
the equivalent of the sky, that is to say 
the background is equally important in 
figure painting. The flesh tones will 
appear very different according to the 
background; I personally prefer to set a 
model up in front of a cooler 
background. I think we generally find it 
easier to find warm colours than cools. 
If you have a cool colour in the 
background it is easier to see where 
you can also find them in the figure . 
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... Painting figures in the environment 
Ann Witheridge In the Studio, oil on canvas, 16X 12in 

(40.SX30.Scm). 

My girls were standing at my easel, painting and, as I had 

been painting all morning, I decided to paint them too. We 

had a lovely afternoon, all feeling we were accomplishing so 

much. The background is very loose, and the painting 

definitely says more about my girls, but without the easel 

and the paintings they stuck to the wall behind, it would 

have lost its narrative and balance 

..- Adding figures to the landscape 
Ann Witheridge Morning Walk, oil on canvas, SX 11 in 

(12.S X28cm). 

I find it easier to add a background to a figure painting than 

to add a figure to a landscape. I have always wanted to place 

a figure in a landscape and paint from life, but haven't yet 

had the opportunity. However, I have done many paintings 

of my daughters in landscapes. They are obviously moving 

targets but you can still capture the idea, and painting them 

from life adds a freshness and vigour that you cannot 

achieve when painting from a photograph. The girls are just ' 

a silhouette against the morning light. Is the painting about 

the landscape or the figures? Very little information is given 

about the figures; I only used one brush with one tone. 

Conversely the landscape is relatively detailed in colour and 

information. And yet the painting is more a morning walk 

than it is a landscape 

Likewise the props - scarves and 
drapes can help you find corresponding 
colours and contrasting textures and 
edges in the figure. The background 
and props can help you find geometric 
patterns and shapes to abstract from or 
intensify the forms of the figure. 

Values too, whether keyed down or 
dramatic, can aid the figure. A painting 
can be more bland if the background is 
one value - say dark and the figure is 
light. It is always more compelling to 
have variety, so that the background 
appears lighter when the figure is dark 
and darker when the figure is light, 
giving more form and a greater sense of 
volume to the figure. This variety of 
values in the relationship to the figure 
also helps manipulate the edges, so 

that some edges melt into the 
background and others are crisper. 

The focus 
It is easier to paint a figure without any 
attention to the background. However, 
it is a great exercise and discipline to 
add a background and props, using the 
props to enhance the figure . The focus 
of your painting is the figure, so how 
can we use the background to enhance 
and not detract from it? Often it is 
easier to say too much than too little, to 
over analyse all the fabric folds, and yet 
the role of the painter is to be selective 
and to make the necessary decisions 
and edits. You don't need to be a slave 
to the background; some painters add 
the heaters and the tape to the images, 
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II> India Amos At the Barre, pastel on 

Fabriano paper, 14~X 13~in (37 X34cm). 

'This drawing was made at the Central School 

of Ballet in London. I wanted to convey the 
grand sense of space in the room and the 

beautiful shapes made by the dancers within 

that space. To create a focus I placed the 

central figure against the window to give a 
contre-jour effect, which emphasised the 

lovely contour of her figure. I used Degas' 

technique of cropping the background 

figures to enhance the sense of the figures 

moving into and out of the picture frame. 

Altogether these techniques help convey the 

way in which the dancers moved around their 

rehearsal space: 

being utterly literal , but sure ly the 
painting is not about the heaters. The 
role of the artist is to guide the viewer 
and arrest their attention, not over
inform them. A well-painted 
background can completely change the 
dynamic and focus of the painting. A 
well-proportioned, anatomically 
accurate figure study is hard enough. 
Ironically, adding an environment can 
direct attention away from the technical 
correctness of the figure to the 
environment of the painting as a whole, 
so the painter can be broader with the 
figure. Use the environment to make 
you think differently about the figure -
placing and designing within a context 
that balances. 

Figure painting is a wonderful art 
form. It offers so many possibilities for 
the painter in terms of understanding 
proportion, gesture, anatomy and 
composition. It can also open up so 
many dialogues in terms of flesh tones , 
balance, background and narrative. It is 
no wonder that figure painting was so 
much part of the foundation of artists' 
education and practice; for what we 
learn and gain from painting the figure , 
whether stand-alone or in an 
environment, with drapery or in a 
setting, can be used for any sort of 
painting, from abstract, concept, still 
life, fashion and so much more. A 
knowledge and grasp of figure painting 
is the cornerstone to an artist's fuller 
artistic dialogue. 

Ann Witheridge founded London Fine 

Art Studios. She has taught figure 

drawing and painting for over 15 years 

and written for art periodicals over the 

course of her teaching. India Amos has 

been working with Ann for six years and 

is head of figure drawing and 

coordinates all the models at London 

Fine Art Studios. For more information 

see www.Iondonfineartstudios.com 
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• Using the drapery to readjust your approach to the figure 
Ann Witheridge Kimono, oil on canvas, 10X12in (25.SX30.Scm). 

In this sketch I tried to simplify the figure as much as her kimono, reducing both to four 

patterns of value and colour. It is surprisingly much harder to simplify your value and colour 

range. I tried to keep the colour notes on the figure as blocky as those on the kimono; my 

variety is with the handling of the edges rather than of values or chroma 
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