
The "Zorn palette" involves using just four pigments to learn about colour mixing. 
ANN WITHERIDCE concludes her series with a complete figure painting demonstration 
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M 
any of our students at 

London Fine Art Studios say. 

that their real interest lies in 

portraiture. We are fascinated by 

portraiture, by achieving a pictorial 

representation of a person, and yet 

the painters who resonate with us 

throughout the history of art often 

didn't try to capture a likeness -

instead, they were focused on 

creating paintings. 

Another aspect that potential 

students often bring up is colour. 

They want to come and study with us 

as they want a deeper understanding 

of colour, but as Anders Zorn and 

WHAT IS THE 
DRN__EA 

The Zorn palette is a limited 

palette of four basic colours: 

black, white, red and yellow. 

When mixing with them, consider 

these the primary colours and 

white - with black the substitute 

for blue. This limited palette has 

been ascribed to the Swedish 

painter, Anders Zorn. He was not 

the first to use it, and nor did he 

use it exclusively, however he is an 

artist who greatly excelled with it. 

I :tJ :I jl!U:' :I 
PAINTING A FULL FIGURE 

THE SET-UP 
When we are setting up a painting, 

there are many elements to think 

about before we even apply the paint 

to the palette, let alone the canvas. 

First, consider the light source. I am 

lucky enough to have a north-lit 

studio so I can enjoy a single constant 

light source throughout the day. If you 

don't have natural light, you could 

also use a strong desk lamp. The 

most important thing is to start with 

just one light source. It makes it much 

easier to compose a drawing and 

explain an image with a single light 

source, as we construct the drawing 

through shapes of light and dark. 

Next, think about the pose. 

For academic drawings I often work 

with a standing model as you can 

rea!ly analyse anatomy and gesture. 

However, for a composition such as 

this, a seated or reclining figure can 

look more natural and also balance 

better with the background. 

many Italian Renaissance artists have 

proved, it is drawing and values that 

are the real challenge and that stand 

the test of time. We are captivated by 

Leonardo da Vinci and yet his 

artworks are dominated by drawing 

and design. Likewise, it is the design 

and value patterns, the reduction of 

colour, that draws us to Zorn's work. 

Having looked previously in this 

series at how to use the Zorn palette 

to paint eggs, colour charts and a 

study, in this final article we will look 

at how to use those same four 

colours to paint the figure and create 

a complete composition. During his 

For this painting, I set up a model 

with her face in shadow. This can be 

really helpful, as so often students 

get carried away with the portrait. 

I tried to put in as little information 

as I could in the portrait, to emphasise 

that the painting is about the figure 

within a composition. We are looking 

for the big shapes not the details. 

Finally, think about surroundings. 

I placed my model on lighter fabrics, 

so that there were value shifts from 

the figure to the background. I wanted 

some of the figure's shadows to be 

nearly the same as the background in 

terms of colour temperature and value. 

I also placed a large linen drape 

behind the model so that I could see 

the balance of colour better, while the 

red cloth allowed me to really play 

with the temperatures. All these 
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lifetime, Zorn created many amazing 

figure paintings, both in watercolour 

and oils. He also made many etchings 

of figures, both in the studio and in a 

landscape, which are all about line 

and balance. Colour and vibrancy are 

not his realm. We are captivated by 

his paintings because of his values 

and sense of design. In Zorn's hands, 

figures were simply part of that design. 

In 1896's Self-Portrait with Model, 

in which he holds his limited palette 

in his hand, it is a life model emerging 

from the darkness of his studio that 

he features in the background, 

a figure used as a design device. 

elements are part of the design of 

a painting and just as important as 

putting paint on the canvas. 

THE PROCESS 

1 This demo was entirely painted 

with four pigments: Titanium 

White, Yellow Ochre, Cadmium Red 

Light and Ivory Black. I toned my 

canvas with Ivory Black and a little 

Cadmium Red Light to create a light 

mid-tone. I then looked to identify the 

large angles around the figure to place 

it within a diamond-shaped "envelope". 

I simplified the shadow shapes and 

blocked them in with a little Cadmium 

Red Light and Ivory Black. I used a 

clean brush to pull out a couple of 

highlights on bony landmarks like the 

ribcage, knee and foot. I also added a 

little purer black to the hair mass. > 

OPPOSITE PAGE 

Anders Zorn, 

Self-Portrait with 

Model, 1896, 

oil on canvas, 

118x91cm 
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21 increased the ratio of red to 

black in my mix as I mapped 

out the red fabric in the foreground. 

I wanted to put the model within a 

colour context and add a little 

temperature change. 

3 1 added a couple of indications of 

Titanium White to the background 

to keep designing the value patterns 

of the background in relation to the 

figure. I was aware that by introducing 

the white, I am not only introducing an 

extra value shift but also another 

temperature change. 
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4 At this stage, I still hadn't 

touched the figure since the initial 

block-in. I was instead editing the 

background so that it balanced with 

the figure. I had only used three 

pigments for this too: there was 

no Yellow Ochre on the canvas yet. 

The grey in the background is just 

Ivory Black and Titanium White. 

51 slowly added more information 

to the lights of the figure by 

introducing Yellow Ochre. I also added 

more detail to the canvas placed 

behind the model adding Yellow Ochre 

to the stretcher bars and Titanium 

White to the canvas. I tried not to 

over draw the background so that 

the focus remained on the figure and 

the light travelling down the figure. 



61 continued to add extra 

information and accents in the 

flesh tones and the background. 

I really tried to keep the level of 

information simple and also make 

the balance of colours work better 

in this stage. 

71 continued to try to reduce the 

information in the painting, while 

keeping the balance of colour clear 

and crisp. I added an extra accent of 

dark to areas in the figure and the 

fabric to try to help the design. I have 

also added Yellow Ochre into the 

fabric to make the lights jump more. 

CONCLUSION 
When using the Zorn palette, we can 

believe that we are limiting our colour 

options. The colour charts created in 

the second article, however, reveal 

how many colours are still accessible. 

The challenge is to keep refining 

those colours and to keep them pure. 

As I progressed with my figure 

painting, my brushes got a little 

muddier. With hindsight, I prefer the 

painting as it was at step five, when 

I was at the block-in stage with fewer 

brushstrokes and colours. By the final 

stage, there was more information in 
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the drawing, but these little accents 

sacrificed the cleaner colours. 

It is a real lesson in the importance 

of knowing what colour combinations 

work together. If I had access to more 

pigments on my palette, I could have 

kept them clean by becoming more 

chromatic. By contrast, if I limited my 

initial palette, I would have had to be 

more disciplined with my mixing. 

In Zorn's wonderful Study of a Nude 

[bottom left], we can see the purity 

and subtlety of his colour mixing in 

action. The value shifts aren't strong, 

but the colour shifts are so clear. I love 

the reflected light in the shadows on 

the leg and the pure ochre in the ribs 

that sits against the thigh. The paint 

is also so thick and confidently placed 

on the feet and hands. It is almost 

three-dimensional at times. 

I hope these articles have helped 

you explore the Zorn palette. The most 

important lesson to take away from 

this series is creating the colour 

charts as we did in the second article 

and really using them confidently 

when translating from nature. 

If you want to emulate that 

confidence in your own paintings, the 

trick is to avoid overworking the paint. 

Try to keep it really crisp and clean. 

Be generous with your paint as well to 

emulate his thicker, confident mark 

making. Between each stroke revisit 

your palette and keep squeezing out 

more paint. 
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