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Word ...A
The April 2024 issue of PORTRAIT PAINTER features the 
realist painter Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot (1796 - 1875)
whose plein air landscapes paved the way for Impression-
ism. And whose figurative works informed 20th Century 
figure painting.

Also in the April issue is my process of painting Julia's Re-
quiem where I discuss the development of 'voice' in your 
painting vis-a-vis the abstract structural surface.

Michael Britton
April 2024



eality is part of art. Feeling completes it.R
Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot
(1796 - 1875)

Corot was not a preternaturally gifted painter.   
There was no father, uncle or family friend to guide 
him in the fundamentals of painting in his tender, 
adolescent years of awkward tribulations.  His moth-
er, however, was a fashionable milliner from whom 
Corot may have been instilled with a sense of de-
sign.

Like Van Gogh and Francis Bacon he came late into 
painting at 26 years old.  Like many middle class 
young men he was dragooned into an apprentice-
ship, a draperier, of which he had little interest and 
which, pretty much, ground his soul to dust.

I picture the young Corot as a Holden Caulfield, Sa-
linger's protaganist in The Catcher in the Rye.  He won no prizes for scholastic achieve-
ment; no special honors came his way; not even a mention in his drawing class; another 
invisible youth shirking social engagements and women.  He never formed a long term 
attachment—no wife, no girlfriend, no nothing.  Just a mouthful of ashes.

Corot came to painting out of boredom, desperately grasping for a tether to still him 
from sinking deeper into the desiccated ruins of his youth as he approached that 
age of responsibility.  At 26 he had drifted too far and was no longer, if he ever was, 
a young man of promise.  There are no mentions of friendships in his biographies, it 
seems that the succubus of loneliness was his constant companion.

Despite his aloneness he never surrendered to misanthropy.  In his later years his gen-
erosity was immense; upon learning that Daumier was blind and homeless he bought 
him a home in Auvers and was always willling to help artists in distress.  Of which there 
were many.
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Corot, Young Greek Woman (Emma 
Dobigny), 1870-71



After the death of his older sister, Marie-Francoise, in 1822, his father acceded to 
Corot's wishes to pursue painting and bequeathed him a yearly allowance of 1,500 
francs.  This trust was more than adequate to finance his painting career, a studio on 
fashionable quai Voltaire, materials and travel expenses for the entirety of his life.

Imagine that.  Most of us are lucky to have four, perhaps six years, of somewhat fet-
tered freedom to pursue our painting dreams—and then the bill comes due with a 
crushing blow and we are dragged howling indignant protestations from our easel and 
plunked and chained like a galley slave before a never-ending stream of spreadsheets.

With many a jingle in his pocket and nary a financial worry Corot began his stud-
ies with Achille Etna Michallon, Corot's coeval and a prodigy from the atelier of 
Jacques-Louis David.  I suspect that he studied privately with Michallon, there is noth-
ing to indicate that Corot sauntered up the few blocks to the Ecole-des-Beaux-Arts to 
attend classes.

Alas, Corot's studies with Michallon were cut short due to Michallon's untimely death 
at 25 years. Pneumonia.

Michallon could have been one 
of the great ones.  Perhaps.  Per-
haps.  He was a landscape paint-
er steeped in the Neo-classical 
school whose agenda was ideal 
Beauty manifested in nature and 
presented in an idealized an-
cient time when men were men, 
and scantily clad young women 
traipsed giddily through sylvan 
stands of slender oaks after an 
enervating Sunday brunch, and 
gladiators could always be count-
ed upon to put on a good show.

As late as the 1860's Corot was 
still inserting nymphs into his 
compositions.  One critic lamented: "If M. Corot would kill, once and for all, the nymphs 
of his woods and replace them with peasants, I should like him beyond measure."  
There! You see!  I am not the only one who casts a gimlet eye on prancing trollops in 
painting.
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Jean-Victor Bertin, View of  Ile de France, c. 1810-13



After Michallon's demise Corot continued his studies with the Neo-Classicist, Jean-Vic-
tor Bertin, who, for a time, had been Michallon's teacher.  Neo-Classicism's time in the 
sun was waning but it still held a powerful sway and still does today in the pedagogy 
of many academies.

The influence of Michallon and Bertin greatly informed Corot's love of plein air paint-
ing.  And the world was changing.  Then radical ideas of realism opened up new vistas 
of possibilities for Corot.

And, as is often the case with new possibilities, Corot struggled with synthesizing 
his neo-classical training with the new realism.  It was this anguished ambiguity that 
formed the development of his voice and planted the seed of the plein air innovations 
of Impressionism

*

Corot, Trees in a Swamp, c. 1860
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The principal expressive modes of fine art are: architecture, sculpture, painting, mu-
sic and poetry.  Much of the power in Corot is the poetic element.  Yes, yes, I know ... 
such a sentiment is readily dismissed as treacle in our jaded age ... nevertheless it bears 
looking into.

Architecture, sculpture and painting are the 'space' arts further defined as Line, Notan 
and Color.

Line determines the boundaries of shapes and interrelations of lines and spaces.  Let's 
dig a little deeper here and delve into the architectural element of painting.  Namely, 
the harmonious divisions of pictorial space.  I've discussed a few of these elements in 
previous issues.

Corot, Windmill at Étretat, c. 1855-65, 15x23" (38.1x58.4cm)

At first look I thought this canvas was a 2/3 proportion. The ever popular 1.5 canvas. 
Nope. A quick jaunt to grab my calculator and the actual proportion is 1.5333.  A nig-
gling difference, perhaps.  Consider a piano slightly out-of-tune—a melody banged 
out on those sorry ivories is soon dismissed.  The same goes for painting, or any of the 
space arts for that matter. 

Φ



Corot was particularly finicky about the quality of his materials.  Only the best of linens 
and paints would find their way into his studio.  This is more than a conceit, if you don't 
respect your art, it won't respect you.

Many plein air painters have their preferred canvas shapes.  Mine is the √Φ (1.272).  
Corot not so much.  His practice was to glue his paintings onto a supportive sheet of 
linen that was stretched after the fact onto precisely cut stretcher bars.  Anyone who 
has priced the cost of fine Belgian linen would gasp at this practice.  Myself, not hav-
ing a symphony of extra jingle in my pauce pockets, I glue my canvas onto acid-free 
hardboard.

Given that neo-classicism is strongly 
predicated on the Greek ideals of har-
monious divisions of space (Dynamic 
Symmetry), Corot undoubtedly would 
have been well trained in its application.  
So much so that he would 'feel' the divi-
sions much like a musician feels the tun-
ing of their instrument.  Lugging one's 
gear and snacks about the country-side 
is burden enough without have to pack a 
geometry set too.  Design is an acquired 
sensibility; good design is more than just 
good taste.

Although there are many possible ap-
proaches Corot could have taken in 
Windmill at Etretat, I settled on the cut-
time of the golden rectangle Φ.  My anal-
ysis went swimmingly well until ... that 
infernally abstruse blade of the windmill.  
After a few stiff swills of whiskey I left it 
alone, deciding that it was a brilliant ex-
ample of Corot's ingrained sense of design.  More often than not, it is the simple and 
elegant solution to a problem that is the correct one.

This damn blade is also a poignant reminder that despite all of the wizardry of craft 
and technique they are only tools in your creative toolbox.
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The Golden Rectangle is constructed by drawing a 
diagonal from the base-center point of a square; 
rendering that diagonal as a radius and affixing 
adjoining rectangle onto the original square.  The 
proportion of the Golden Rectangle is 1.618 (Φ). 
This irregular number is the Number of the World's 
Soul (Plato, Timaeus)

Side note:  The device your reading this on is pred-
icated on the Fibonacci sequence whose gnomon 
is Φ.

Φ1ctr
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In the hierarchy of a painting's con-
struction the Notan plays a vital role.

Notan is a Japanese term meaning 
light/dark harmony.  It is the Notan 
that sticks a painting to the wall.

A common refrain for successful paint-
ing is that the Whole be greater than 
the Sum of its parts.

We achieve this Whole through Unity.
Unity (Oneness, the Whole, or whatever term you prefer) is a result of bringing oppo-
sites into agreement – a correspondence of reconciliation.

Where there is Unity there is form – without Unity there is confusion – the form falls 
apart.

Opposition (balance) and Transition (cohesion) are the fundamental laws of Unity. 
Variation and Dominance, secondary but important, is the natural outcome of the rec-
onciling effects of Opposition and Transition.

The Principle of Transition is the continuous process of construction/destruction and
disintegration/integration. This constant fluctuation of transition animates form with 
movement and rhythm.

A line scheme underlies 
every Notan arrange-
ment, and a Notan ar-
rangement underlies 
every color composi-
tion.



The Principle of Opposition is the natural dynamic of extremities that are complemen-
tary and exist as a positive/negative relationship. Oppositions that set the extremes of 
a form also lend balance. Transitional rhythms and repetitions knit Opposites together 
creating consistency and this interplay results in Dominance and Variety.

Having defined the fundamental laws of Unity we can examine them as they relate to 
the Means of Expression.
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The Principle of Transition is the continuous process of construction/destruction and 
disintegration/integration.  This constant fluctuation of transition animates form with movement and 
rhythm. 

The Principle of Opposition is the natural dynamic of extremities that are complementary and exist 
as a positive/negative relationship.  For example Yellow and Violet are complementary hues that 
illustrate light and dark and also, if presented in equal areas, large and small in terms of proportionate 
areas of luminosity (It takes three times an area of violet to visually equal an area of Yellow.).

Oppositions that set the extremes of a form (i.e., Yellow/Violet) also lend balance.  Transitional rhythms 
and repetitions knit Opposites together creating consistency and this interplay results in Dominance 
and Variety.

Opposition (balance) and Transition (cohesion) are the fundamental laws of Unity.  Variation and 
Dominance, secondary but important, is the natural outcome of the reconciling effects of Opposition 
and Transition.

Having defined the fundamental laws of Unity we now need to examine them as they relate to the 
Means of Expression.

Means of Expression + Fundamental Laws of Unity = FORM
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Most beginners, and intemediate students too, dive 
right into the painting and soon find themselves 
mired in a litany of problems.

If you are going to spend 40 hours or a month or a 
year on a painting it is well advised to spend a few 
hours on preliminary studies.  Good painting is a 
complex endeavor and as with any complex proce-
dure it is best to take a layered approach to distill 
an idea/painting to its essential elements.  You can 
always dress it up later, although no amount of dress-
ing up will save a poor foundation.

Bear in mind that simplicity in and of itself is mean-
ingless. Simplicity derived through a wall of complexi-
ty however ... well, then you got something!

Corot, Interrupted Reading, 1870, 92.5 x 65.1 cm

1

√2
1



At the very least your preliminary studies 
should include an idea of the underly-
ing geometry (the skeleton or armature) 
which establishes the harmonious divi-
sions of pictorial space; the Notan—your 
elements of Opposition/Transitiion vis-a-
vis black/white harmony; and a pochade.

The pochade is a small thumbnail sketch 
which gives an idea of how your painting 
will look from a distance.  The pochade is 
not a minature version of the final paint-
ing.  Keep it simple and direct.  It usual-

ly takes about three, sometimes seven, sometimes more, pochades to work out a good 
composition.  The effort pays handsome dividends.

Interrupted Reading is in the collection of the Art Institute of Chicago and they publish the 
dimensions as 92.5 x 65.1 cm.  I'll assume those measures are accurate.  The proportion 
works out to 1.42 which comes pretty darn close to √2 (1.41).  Given that canvas breathes 
and stretcher bars expand and shrink ... well, you be the judge.

Additionally, neither Staples nor Office Depot had yet arrived in Paris meaning jumbo ge-
ometry sets were unavailable.  Tacks and twine were used to establish the diagonals and 
arcs determining the divisions, or caesuras.

Corot's geometry was a common chassis for a painting's understructure.  The small image 
is Jean-Léon Gérôme's The Cock Fight, 1846 which I deconstructed in the January issue.

1

√2
1
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There is an immediately felt lyricism to Corot's figurative paintings that Gérôme's lack.

Comparing similar works—I do try be fair—let's consider a few points:

Academically, Gérôme is the more accomplished draughtsman.  His painting approach 
is illustrative and despite his technical wizardry Gérôme falls flat next to Corot's sculp-
tural rendering of paint.  There is synchronic solidity/dreaminess quality to Corot de-
spite (or, perhaps, because of) his awkwardness of drawing. And here is the great di-
vide between the technician and the artist.

The Notans of both paintings are equally strong.  Let's call that a draw. No pun intend-
ed, of course.

Corot's painting utilizes a √Φ skeletal understructure whereas Gérôme's painting is a 
1.25 ratio, neither Octavol nor Dynamic, which is also that of the nefarious 16x20" can-
vas so popular in every portrait class.   Gérôme's poor choice of canvas condemns his 
painting to the gallows of good intentions..  No matter how fine, how delicate, how 
wonderfully articulated his brush strokes, nothing can compensate  for that dead can-
vas.

Instead of opting for a 16x20" for your portrait class I strongly suggest an 11x14" can-
vas which is a √Φ dynamic rectangle and also readily available in every art store.

However, there is a caveat to my dialectical diatribe: at the end of the day, despite all 
of one's studiously acquired tools of painting, great art will always defy analysis.  There 
is always that 'something else'.

Paintings that fall flat are, for the most part, 
lacking a singular overall light/dark pattern. 
When a painting works in black and white 
... it works. 

Applying the Qualities of Composition and 
Harmony (the basic elements of good de-
sign–i.e., Opposition/Transition/Subordina-
tion/Repetition/Symmetry) to construct a 
solid unified pattern is the primary objec-
tive of this workshop.  140 pages.

https://www.payloadz.com/go/sip?id=2649951
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Corot, Bacchante with a Panther, 1860 reworked c. 1865-70, 95 x 55 cm

For most of his life, Corot kept his figurative paintings locked and hidden in his studio.  
They were only first exhibited as a group in 1910, thirty-five years after his death, which 
absolutely enthralled and subsequently informed the direction of the young Picasso 
and Cezanne.

Few artists have managed a one-two punch upon the trajectory of art.  First, his land-
scapes paved the way to Impressionism; second, his figurative paintings had an im-
mense influence on 20th Century art.

Corot was rent with an anguished ambiguity between the formal structures of 
Neo-classicism and the Romantic realism of Delacroix.  Additionally the zeitgeist of 
the mid-19th Century's fascination with Orientalism played its role too.  A Bacchante is 
a devotee of Bacchus (the god of wine and good times), a mythological, maybe not 
so mythological, bad girl given to exuberant romps, their bellies filled to the brim with 
cheap wine, their bras and panties cavalierly tossed aside and given to rank acts of vio-
lence perpetrated on small innocent creatures.  Sometimes men—mouthy construction 
workers most likely—too would be savaged.  Like many a Tinder date gone awry there 
is a dichotomy between eroticism and cruelty.
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I suspect Corot yearned to be esteemed as more than a landscape artist, but he lacked 
the self-confidence to show his figural work in public. Another possible explanation is 
that Corot knew his figure paintings did not fit the academic (L’Art Pompier—an asper-
sion cast upon Gerome and fellow neo-classicists by the Impressionists) criteria of the 
official salon and feared damaging his reputation.

Emma Daubigny (1850-1925) is the face of Impressionism and Post-Impression.  Upon 
the dissolution of her mother's marriage, Emma and her mother moved to Montmar-
tre, Paris.  It is reputed that it was Corot's suggestion that Emma work as a model albeit 
a vocation having a bad reputation.  Modeling paid better than factory work or as a  
shop-clerk and was infinitely better than the brothels.

She was a terrible model.  She couldn't sit still, she was an incessant chatterbox, and 
would even break out into song while posing.  Nonetheless she endeared herself to 
many of the painters in Montmartre and modeling work afforded her a comfortable 
income.  Edgar Degas nursed a twenty-year crush on young Emma.

Left: Emma Daubigny, The Greek Girl
Right: Agostina Segatori, Interrupted Reading
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Agostina Segatori (1841-1910) was another popu-
lar model in Montmartre.  She hailed from Ancona, 
Italy and first posed for Manet at the tender age 
of nineteen in 1860.  From there her modeling ser-
vices as the Italian beauty were in constant demand.  
Corot, Gerome, Delacroix, Gauguin, Van Gogh were 
amongst her illustrious clients.

She saved her money and went into business open-
ing the Cafe du Tambourin which became the hot-
spot for exhibiting Impressionist and Post-Impres-
sionist paintings and where many of the painters 
hung out.  Including Van Gogh who was her lover 
for a short December-May romance (1886/87).  I 
know, I know.  Lonely Vincent had a girlfriend!?  It 
ended badly.

Agostini accepted paintings in ex-
change for meals at her cafe and she 
built up an impressive collection.  Un-
fortunately bankruptcy relieved her of 
her beloved paintings from which she 
never recovered and died a pauper in 
1910.

Vincent van Gogh, In the Café: Agostina 
Segatori in Le Tambourin, 1887

Though I constantly seek to imitate 
reality, I don’t for one moment lose 
sight of  the first impulse of  emotion. 
Reality is part of  art. Feeling com-
pletes it.

Corot's figural works, unlike his plein 
air landscapes, have a sculptural qual-
ity.  It is as if Corot carved the forms 
out of stone—they are still, perma-
nent, neither wooden nor stiff.
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The understructure of Corot, the geometric 
armature and the Notan, play an important 
role in conveying the emotional impact but 
they are felt, not seen.

What is seen and immediately felt is the 
abstract structural surface of the paint.  
Oil paint possesses a wondrous materiality 
that no other medium even comes close to 
matching.

Many students are afraid of oil paint: they 
assume it is more dangerous, more poison-
ous and difficult to work with.  Frankly, the 
most dangerous medium is pastel, every 
stroke releases particles of pigment into the 
air, second is acrylic.  That will come as a 
surprise to many but the chemical base of 
acrylic is formaldehyde.  It is insideous, like 
carbon dioxide it has no odor, but nonethe-
less it is there to be inhaled into your lungs and into your blood stream.  Additionally, 
acrylic has no soul.  For me it is a dead medium.

It is the solvent used in oil painting that presents the difficulties for many.  The substi-
tutes (i.e., turpenoid, odorless, etc., etc.) on the market are decidedly inferior to refined 
turpentine.  The viable solution is painter's mayonnaise: 1 part egg yolk, 1 part white 
vinegar, 3 to 5 parts linseed, walnut or poppy oil.  Mix and shake it well and store in the 
refrigerator for no more than five days.  The egg yolk lends a lustre to oil paint.  I often 
add a drop or two of egg yolk to my medium in the late stages of a painting.

Calcium carbonate and/or marble dust is an excellent extender that also stabilizes the 
paint surface and dramatically hastens the drying time.  If you paint with lead white, as 
I do, the paint sets up within a few hours.  If you paint with student grade paints forego 
using calcium carbonate.  Student grade paints are mostly chalk and a squirt of dye. 
That's why they're cheap.

An important benefit to calcium carbonate is that there will be times when you want a 
stiffer paint to build up the surface of your painting—that's the abstract structural sur-
face.

And it's inexpensive.



The beginning of a painting, to a large 
extent, impacts whether or not the work 
will be successful.

If your wont is a refined preliminary 
drawing you will very likely take an 
illustrative approach.  Like Gérôme.  
Yes, your painting will, also very likely, 
be 'correct' technically but what of the 
spirit?

Painting depends upon a trifecta of 
craft, spirit and construct.  I'll talk about 
the construct in Julia's Requiem.

Beware of becoming an accomplished 
technician.  Don't be a slave to tech-
nique.  It is a means to an end.

On the other hand, without a solid 
foundation of technique you will lack 
the means to convey your narrative and 
engage an audience.

There's no easy answer here.  In my ex-
perience it is very difficult to transition 
from technician to artist.   

This captioned video explains how to strike the ar-
abesque and establish the facial matrix.  It's taken 
from my Corot Zoom class which includes 2K video 
of the course.

Painting is basically a harmoniously compilation of colored shapes.  The head is a shape 
best thought of as an old-fashioned toaster.  It is rectilinear.  Forget about the idea of 
the head, the frontal aspect in particular, of being an oval.  That is bad information pre-
sented by poor instructors.

Learn to draw with the brush.  If you can draw with a pencil it is not a large leap to the 
brush.  What is the large leap is the energy and direct connection to the canvas; an im-
mediate engagement with your subject.

You cannot fake spirit in a painting.  Paintings appeal to both the conscious and un-
conscious mind.  The conscious mind can be whelmed with clever technique; the un-
conscious mind cannot—it will always see past pretense.
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https://www.artacademy.com/Corot-striking-captions.mp4


The ébauche is the initial 'dead' col-
oring in.  First, the Notan is estab-
lished with blocking-in the primary 
dark pattern—your initial strategy 
should always be general-to-specif-
ic; forego any details, they will only 
serve to trip you up.

In my Zoom class we begin with a re-
strictive palette of four colors: white, 
yellow ochre, a sanguine red (Vene-
tian, Indian, French burnt sienna) and 
vine or ivory black.

Utilizing this restricted palette en-
ables the student to better grasp 
and master mixing flesh tones.  This 
restricted palette proffers both white 
(tint) and black (shade) and the three 
primary colors.  Yellow Ochre : yellow 
|  Sanguine Red : red | Black : blue.

A limited range of three half-tones 
are mixed.  A light; a middle light; 
a dark, warm light. The ébauche 
should be rendered slightly darker and warmer than what the final intent will be. 

My general practice is to work the half-tones from light to dark from the hairline down-
wards (window-shading) always bearing in mind the big form modeling—to wit, let's 
have no chins twinkling in the twilight.

Like Corot I apply my half-tones through the eyes of a sculptor using a fairly large 
brush (filbert or round) as if it were a sculptor's trowel with a sympathetic correspon-
dence to the underlying anatomical form.

Egregious drawing errors—and there will always be drawing issues—are corrected with 
a wood stylus wherein I scratch and scribble in pinpricks and notations that serve as 
signposts for later.  Often it is the interstice of the mouth that gives me grief.

And thus begins the journey to a three-dimensional portrait boasting a solid, sculptural 
foundation.
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The next passage is the Pentimen-
to (derived from the Italian pentirsi) 
which means to repent.

Drawing errors are corrected and 
the forms further developed, again 
with a sculptural sensibility.

The tonal/temperature stretch from 
light to dark and cool to warm is 
exemplified.  The lights are ap-
plied thicker and the darks thinner 
as they transition toward the dark 
facial planes.

Don't feel compelled to paint ev-
erything.  It is often more elegant 
to allow the imprimaturi (the initial 
toning of the canvas) to serve the 
reflected lights, particularly in the 
jowl.

It is in this passage that a full pal-
ette of nine colors is employed.

A range of five values are mixed 
for the Pentimento.  From a 
light base of white + yellow 
ochre + terre verte + black the 
tones are degraded utilizing the 
complementaries of burnt sien-
na + terre verte taking full value 
steps.  Neither too similar nor 
too large a leap.

These will serve as my base 
tones.  I make adjustments 
—half-steps / cool/warm—as 
necessary.
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The finire is the show.  The main 
event!

The drawing should be ful-
ly resolved at this point.  If a 
soul-crushing problem should 
emerge at this juncture I will 
scrape down the entire head 
with my palette knife.  The entire 
painting if need be.  I am merci-
less.  Albeit it is with some regret, 
perhaps a tear or two, that I will 
'kill my darlings'—those charm-
ing touches that endear and 
delight. Creative destruction.

Terminology implies intent.  In-
corporate painting's terminology 
into your vocabulary and you'll 
find yourself painting at a higher 
level.

For example, don't—ever!—think 
of each stage as applying an-
other coat of paint.  You're not 
painting a house.  Instead think 
of each stage as a passage.  A constructive/destructive evolution of form.

The same goes for blending.  Blending destroys form.  Knitting your planar edges is 
constructive.

Using my brush, brush handle, palette knife, fingers and a wood stylus I strive for the 
full stretch of light/dark, warm/cool, thick/thin to render the plastic forms.  And always 
thinking and seeing like a sculptor; always with a sympathetic concordance to the un-
derlying anatomical forms.

It is in the finire that your voice and spirit will fully manifest.  Assuming, of course, that 
your foundation is sound.  
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PORTRAIT PAINTING 
ZOOM COURSE
Painting Velazquez’ ‘Portrait of a Girl,’ 1640 
Beginning Tuesday, April 9 to April 30, 2024 
@ 18:30 - 21:00 PST
Beginner to Intermediate   $320
Contact: michael-britton-workshops@artacademy.com

The Syllabus:

Session 1: The Ebauche
Employing only four colors learn 
how to strike shape and block-in the 
major elements of the head looking 
deep into the structure.  From there 
the inital half-tones are established.  
This is also how Sargent taught.

Sessions 2 & 3: The Pentimento
Pentimento is derived from the Italian ‘pentirsi’, meaning to repent.  The 
initial drawing is corrected as needed and the forms are developed vis-a-vis 
spotting color/value notes.  Unlike the academic approach of coloring-in a 
preliminary drawing (the cartoon) this is a plastic process of building facial 
form.  This is the method of Sargent and Velazquez.

You’ll be introduced to employing calcium carbonate and egg yolk to your 
oil paint giving it a much greater stability and lustre.

Session 4: Finire
The finire is the striving for the full stretch of light/dark and cool/
warm to render a fully three-dimensional, space invasive portrait.

** Each session is filmed and refined in ultra-high definition video 
(2K) and is your’s to keep for both ongoing and future reference. **

Write me at michael-britton-workshops@artacademy.com for more 
information and to register.

Velazquez, El Nino, from my 
recent Zoom Course



reative processC
Julia's Requiem

As artists we have stories to tell.

In an age where we are literally 
whelmed with imagery—all of it de-
manding our rapt attention—the story 
teller needs every edge they can get.

Delivering our message is also made 
much more treacherous in a time of 
political solitudes.  Choose the wrong 
side and no matter your gifts you will 
be damned to obscurity.

In that respect our era is not unique.  
The pendulum always swings.

The same goes for 'taste'.  Yesterday's 
popular narrative often is viewed with 
disdain today.  Artists come and go depending upon the timbre of the times.  Your best 
bet is to tell your stories with integrity.  You cannot game this market.

No matter how heart-felt your story is you need to sell it.  Frankly, nobody cares about 
your feelings.  We all have our own feelings to worry about and the connections that 
we seek out must address our feelings.  As an artist you need to connect.

In writing about Corot I discussed at length his understructure of dynamic symmetry 
(geometry) and the notan.  These two tools address the viewer's unconscious mind.  
Win the unconscious mind and you have achieved connection!

The unconscious mind cannot be fooled or lulled by clever tricks.  The conscious mind 
is a sucker for bright lights and dazzling wizardry, but sooner or later, the unconscious 
mind will set things straight.
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Michael Britton, Julia's Requiem, Oil on Canvas,
22 X 33.2 cm, 2024



Before moving on: A caveat concern-
ing dynamic symmetry:  It is a tool, 
not a religion. Although I am a strong 
proponent of dynamic symmetry's 
power I am in no way a fundamental-
ist.  Sometimes one can take a good 
thing too far.  An artist can do every-
thing wrong and create a beautiful 
painting; conversely, an artist can do 
everything right and the work falls flat.  
Gérôme comes to mind.  There is a 
reason Corot is elevated to the upper 
reaches of the pantheon and Gérôme 
is an historical footnote.

Painting melancholic young women is 
a delight.  Corot's and Degas' portraits 
of chirpy Emma Doubigny handily at-
test to that.  Aah ... but today, my dear 
flinger of paint, young women are a 
minefield.  An errant step and you'll be 
pink mist.  Obliterated.

We are dealing with a whole new spe-
cies now.  Closer to bacchantes than 
sweet scented lovelies. They frighten 
me.  I'm old.

The narrative thrust of Julia's Requiem 
is memory—ancient light and loss.  
My intent with the color scheme, the 
secondary harmonic triad of green/
orange/violet, is to turn green inside 
out and render it acidic.  Green expresses hope.  It is also the color of jealousy and bile.  
There is a duality to every color.

I begin with an idea that is often sparked by something/someone I find intriguing.  
From that idea a concept is formulated.  The outline of the story I want to tell.  From 
there the story assumes a life of its own.  I have no idea how the story will end. I paint 
without preconceptions as to what the final painting will be.
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My academic training was to first establish a prelimi-
nary drawing and transfer it to the canvas.  Later, that 
crutch became a very real impediment to painting.  I 
had become a technician more than an artist.  Closer 
to Gérôme than to Corot.  Yes, I have a dark, illus-
trative past. I had merrily wandered down the wrong 
road amongst the madding crowd.

A bit wiser and a lot older I dispense with the prelimi-
nary drawing and plunge right in. No prisoners! is my 
battle cry.



In the beginning of a painting my pri-
mary concern is establishing a sound 
foundation: the divisions of pictorial 
space, composition, notan and the 
initial striking of the arabesque.  That's 
where the likeness resides.

With the armature of the ébauche es-
tablished I consider the color scheme.  
If I am unsure I will do thumbnail 
sketches (pochades).  In this instance I 
have a reasonably clear idea/concept 
of how I want to begin this journey.

The secondary harmonic triad (green/orange/
violet) expresses a greater elegance and refine-
ment than the primary harmonic triad (blue/
red/yellow) from which a range of expres-
sion can be rendered vis-a-vis tint (+ white), 
tone (+ complement) and shade (+black).

My initial color scheme incorporates tint/tone and shade to each of the secondary 
hues.  This is a starting point and as my story evolves so, too, will the values.
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It is through the act of painting that the 
story develops.  I was not comfortable 
with Julia's expression in the previous 
passage.  It felt too sweet, too cliché, too 
maudlin.  In other words it was headed 
straight into the abyss of treacle.  And 
there is little redemption to be found in 
that abyss.

Truth is beauty. Prettiness is banal.  

The abstract structural surface, my brush-
work, is the diction of my story.  And 
Julia's Requiem is a harsh story—an Ahab 
who wants to tear down the world and 
woe to any white whale that crosses her 
path.

My paint is thickened with calcium car-
bonate (the general rule is no more than 
a 1:1 ratio of carbonate to pigment) and 
my medium is a viscous stand oil further 
thickened with a drop of Venetian Turpentine and a drop of egg yolk.  Plus a small 
measure of turpentine ... just in case another passage should be required.  Alway leave 
yourself an exit.

My brushwork is rendered coarsely, sculpturally, almost as if I am painting with a chisel 
into stone, and always with a sympathetic correspondence to the underlying anatomi-
cal forms.

'Darlings', lovely jewel-like notes, manifest.  Most are murdered with merciless dispatch.  
A few survive the slaughter.  There are always survivors.

I hear voices.  Whisperings of Velàzquez and Corot.  There is nothing new under the 
sun.  Language is a shared experience.  Painting has its own distinct language whose 
syntax is learned through both looking and copying.

Many painting students resist copying.  I suppose they fear it will crush their muse.  
That is akin to someone declaring 'I don't read books, I have my own ideas about 
things.'
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More often than I care to admit the 
painting will require scraping down.  If 
the paint's thickness detracts from my 
story then it needs thinning out.  My 
rule of thumb is to let paint be paint; 
don't force it into something it is not.

Lead white and calcium carbonate 
plus the minute drop of egg yolk sets 
up the paint quite fast.  It is usually 
dry to the touch the next day, al-
though not fully dry, and has a rub-
bery consistency that is easily scraped 
down with the heel of my palette 
knife.

You cannot scrape down to the prime 
so you don't need to worry about los-
ing your image.  Scraping down allows 
for a fresh, often better, passage.

The figure/ground relationship is 
critical to the painting's Unity and 
is a wide open frontier of expressive possibilities.  Look at paintings.  Develop a keen 
eye for what is good and what is not.  If you like something, take it.  Twist it inside out.  
Incorporate it into your work. I do not hesitate to steal from children.  The purpose of 
language is dialogue. Story-telling.

The construct is the language of painting.  And language is ever evolving.  And it is in 
the language of painting that we develop our voice (construct) as an artist.

Whereas a 'style' is shallow and banal, 'voice' is hard-won.  It is greater than you and I. 
A powerful voice invokes the past, present and future.  An artist's voice can change how 
the world is seen.  
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Miss an issue?

https://www.payloadz.com/go/sip?id=3422503
https://www.payloadz.com/go/sip?id=3424086
https://www.payloadz.com/go/sip?id=3425394
https://www.payloadz.com/go/sip?id=3426488



