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THE ZORN PALETTE 

I n this third article we will look at 
painting a portrait using the Zorn 

palette by incorporating both our 

practice painting the egg in the first 

article and creating the colour charts 

in the second article. 
It is often much easier to paint a 

person we don't know. When we know 

someone, it is their whole character 

and being that we want to capture. 
We see so much more than just their 

likeness and impose on ourselves a 

much more challenging task than 

capturing value patterns and abstract 

form. However, it is precisely this that 

helps create a likeness. 

Our eyes can perceive countless 

values and colours. But a likeness is 

really just the simplification of the 

relationship of shapes in their correct 

value. Even a line drawing can capture 

a likeness. I often paint portrait 

studies using just a single pigment, 

such as Burnt Umber. In doing so, I 

force myself to focus on shapes and 

values, rather than building up paint. 
The dialogue is simple and my 

expectations are reduced, yet the 

result can be just as rewarding. 

I have also painted portraits using 

just black and white, and it is 
surprisingly more difficult than just 

using Burnt Umber. It requires not 

only a focus on values, but also 

incorporating the modelling of the 

paint and a little temperature. 

Nevertheless, the reduction of 

information often encourages a more 

discerning eye, as I am unable to hide 

mistakes behind the allure of colour. 

Th,is is another reason to keep to a 

limited palette. From our charts in 

article two, we know that there are so 

many colours we can access with just 

four pigments. The key with painting 

is to approach your subject visually. 

By this I mean thinking about you 

portrait not in terms of different 

elements like eyelashes or the nose, 

but rather shapes and values. Then, 

only when these are correct, should 

you add colour. And remember that a 

colour will only appear "correct" if it is 

in the correct value. It is so important 

to keep the value pattern simplified. 

In the colour charts, we painted five 

value shifts for each combination of 
colours - this is plenty. The power of 

a Zorn portrait is the crispness and 

simplification of these value shifts. 

There is no magic trick to painting 

flesh. When I was at school, I had a 

teacher who always used to tell me to 

look for the greens in the flesh. We 

used to giggle away as she said this. 

Yet it is true and I am always finding 

myself telling people to look for the 

greens - and more generally the 

cooler temperature colours - in the 

flesh. The warmer colours we think of 

as "flesh" colours will look so much 

more beautiful if placed against these 

cools. Visually, one can create a 

portrait from a pattern of these value 

and temperature relationships. 

WHAT IS THE 
ORN PA 

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, yet he remains an 

artist who greatly excelled with it. 

> 

The "Zorn palette" is a great way to 
learn about colour mixing using just 
four paints, as ANN WITHERIDCE of 
London Fine Art Studios explains 

ABOVE Ann Witheridge, Burnt Umber Portrait Study 

ABOVE Ann Witheridge, Black-and-white Portrait Study 
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THE ZORN PALETTE 

EXERCISE 1 
A PORTRAIT STUDY 

THE PALETTE 
Start by laying out your palette in the 

same way as we did in the previous 

two articles, from light to dark. Doing 

so helps knowing where to dip your 

brush become second nature. There 

are two reasons to lay them out far 

apart: firstly, a greater area within 

which to mix, and secondly, as you 

add more colours later, they can fit in 

the correct places in terms of their 

value and temperatures. 

THE PROCESS 
Tone your canvas to a mid-tone with 

just black and a little red . Start by 

looking for the shadow shapes and 

mapping them out using lines only. 

It is tempting to mass them in straight 

away, as they look more believable 

that way, but refrain for now. If it 

doesn't look like the model, it isn 't 

because the mass is not in place, it is 

because the shapes aren't correct. 

Keep editing the shapes until a 

likeness appears and before you have 

too much paint on the canvas. 

Drawing is one of the hardest stages 

so give this step a little more time and 

the rest of the painting process will 

be much easier and more fluent. 

Once you are confident with the 

shapes, mass in the dark with your 

original mix of black with a tint of red. 

Don't go as dark as the darkest 

dark on your colour chart. I would 

suggest using the second value, as. 
t hat leaves a·ccess to a darker value 

for accents. This stage, when you just 

have two values mapped out and no 

distractions from value shifts or 

colour, is the most important step. 

Really spend time correcting the 

shapes. A tone mass drawing can 

look really beautiful if those shapes 

are correct. It is easier to ed it the 

shapes when the values are simpl ified 

and the surface is fresher without the 

thicker layers of paint. 

For the lights of the portrait, mix up 

a nice neutral mid-tone, a nice mix of 

red and yellow, with wh ite added for 

t he lights and perhaps a touch of 

black to keep it neutral and soften 

t he mix. I find it easier to start with 

neutral colours and then slowly 

intensify them. Remember, in painting 

it is always easier to lighten a dark 
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than darken a light. Go for the 

average mid-tone value of the flesh. 

If it seems a little too dark or a little 

too warm or cool, change it now. 

Don't move onto the next step of 

the painting until you are happy with 

the previous step. If you look at Zorn's 

portraits, you will see just how little 

information he puts down. His skill 

was in the simplification of the 

shapes and the value pattern. 

In writing, the old adage goes "if in 

doubt, eliminate" and this is also true 
with painting. A painting is much more 

powerful with fewer brushstrokes, 
correctly applied. 

At each stage, spend time ed iting 
before you move on. In much the 

same way that a limited palette can 

hone your skills, restricting your 

painting at the start gives you so 

many more gains later on. We all want 

to rush onto the end, but I always say 

to my students that the painting 

should work at every step. If you don't 

have the likeness correct at the start, 

adding more colour, or modelling the 

paint further, will not improve it. 

If we are confident with our shapes 
- our mass of dark and our mass of 

light - then we can move onto placing 

more value shifts between them. 

We tend to see light before the dark, 

so I always edit information in the 

lighter areas first. Slowly build up the 

information by adding more values, 

getting the colour a little more 

accurate each time, pushing the 

temperature while not exaggerating 

things. It is a very fine balance. 

The transitions between the lights 

and darks are very important. They 

denote the changes in the form and 
therefore the shape of the object, the 



shape of the portrait and, ultimately, 

the accuracy of the likeness. Once I 

have built up my lights, I examine the 

transitions again, looking to see 

whether they are hard or soft, warm 

or cool. Only after I am happy with 

my lights and my transitions, do I then 

add information in the darks. To me 

the painting looks fun and modern 

even though I haven't yet given the 

darks any attention. 

With portraits, I spend a lot of 

time building up the paint in the lights 

and working on the transitions to 

the darks. The likeness can evolve 

without any detail in the darks. It is a 

further reminder that if we can place 

the large shapes correctly, and then 

build up the lights, we will have such 

a strong likeness. This occurs before 
we have even started on the nostrils, 

lips, eyelids and other details. 

Once you're happy with the image 

as a block-in portrait, only then should 

you start adding the finer detail and 

moving into the background. 

CONCLUSION 
Zorn's portraits are exceptionally 

beautiful and yet they are so simple. 

The irony is, of course, that painting 

with a few brushstrokes is so much 

harder than adding too much detail. 

A well-thought brushstroke is key, and 

this means correct in terms of colour, 

value, temperature and chroma, as 

well as being placed confidently with 

a loaded brush. As such, spend more 

time at the palette than the canvas. 

In Anders Zorn's portrait of 

Mrs Veronica Heiss, for example, 

the background is so simple. The use 

of red seems limited to the portrait 

itself, though it is still used so subtly. 

There are clear value patterns 

underneath, but the forehead and the 

cheeks have such a minimal amount 

of value or colour shift. 

A portrait sketch can be so 

beautiful without the need for any 

information in the background or 

any clothing. What we are drawn to 

is paint quality, shapes, values and 

a balance of colours, even if we think 

it is the likeness that draws us in. 

In the next article we will be putting 

the ideas in these three articles 

together, using the limited palette 

to create a complete painting. 

www.londonfineartstudios.com 
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