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OILS ■
Still Life with Flowers and Figure I,
oil on canvas, 3442in.
(86.4106.7cm)

n her book Girl with a Pearl
Earring Tracy Chevalier
offers the reader a glimpse
of the great master Vermeer
assembling objects in the
studio for a still-life painting.
She imagines the painter
carefully placing each object
on a table, pondering their
shapes and surfaces, analysing
the spaces between them,
stepping back every now and
then to review the angle,
adjusting the window shutters
to soften the amount of
ambient light, and finally
striding forwards to pick up
and remove one of the objects
from the table, thereby
substantially altering the
composition and requiring the
whole process to be started
again.
In fact, there is very little
primary source material
available to illustrate
Vermeer's life and working
practices and his studio
remains a closed book, but
the author's imagination has
lead her very plausibly to the
nub of the conundrum facing
anyone who wishes to paint a
still life: how does one arrange
all the ingredients into a
satisfactory composition? And
how will altering the subject
affect the way the painting is
viewed?
This problem exercised my
mind throughout the major
part of last year as I worked on
a series of large still lifes for an
exhibition in New York. So
absorbing became the process
of composing the subject that
every time I made a
substantial alteration, either
to the lighting or to the
palette, or the positioning of
an object or figure, I would see
another picture blossoming in
front of me. In the end I
borrowed Monet's precedent
of investigating the subjects in
a series of related paintings,
where the closing of one
interpretation initiates the
starting of another.

I

Still life and figure
In Still Life with Flowers and Figure
I, above, I set out to explore a
space in which a formal still
life, a figure and a view of the
outside could co-exist in an
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Scene changes
Preparing for an exhibition of still lifes Hugo Grenville
found himself working on series paintings, as each
composition led on to another
integrated way. I have always
been fascinated by the idea of
pulling the outside world
inside, and vice versa, but this
time I wanted to include a
figure to emphasise the
dreamy quality of the subject,
to lead the viewer into
contemplating the transient
magic of the shapes and
colour.
Composing the subject,
became, as it often does, a
formidable challenge. Initially
I had set the small table
square-on to the viewer, which
inhibited visual access to the
figure. When I repositioned it
at an angle it created a strong
diagonal that led the eye into
the picture. This line, and the
line created by the left-hand
edge of the girl in the greenstriped dress, make an
elongated A shape which both
intersects the middle of the
picture plane, from bottom left
to top right, and unites the
figure with the still life.

As I began to paint the
picture I realised that although
the figure was compositionally
linked to the still life with
flowers, there was an
unsatisfactory sense of
competition between the two
halves that threatened this
unity. I needed to clarify the
centre of the subject, which is
the focus: the part of the
picture to which the eye
naturally returns. It became
clear that the shallow white
bowl on the table could fulfil
this role, an accent of oval
whiteness in the turquoise
surface of the table.
The picture was conceived as
a morning subject (although in
fact it had taken an entire day
to arrange) and I selected a
palette which was
predominantly cool and blue:
French ultramarine, cobalt
green turquoise, manganese
violet blueness, transparent
red oxide, yellow ochre and
cadmium yellow extra deep

(all Old Holland oil colours). I
also used a number of
Sennelier oil pastels. My
technique is to work in liquid
washes of paint, sometimes
drawing into the wet paint with
oil pastel. The pastel both
repels the painted surface,
and leaves a deposit of
pigment in its place, allowing
different colours to interact
and harmonise, and gestural
marks to remain intact on a
wet surface.
One of the key technical
considerations was to mix up a
medium that would allow the
paint to flow easily, to return a
sense of liquidity and
transparency without making it
run wildly over the canvas. I
eventually achieved this
balance with a mixture of 21⁄2
parts of diluent with 11⁄2 parts
of stand oil, 1⁄2 part of linseed
oil and 1⁄2 part of retouching
varnish.
Working in washes of wet
paint limits the amount of
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contemplate the incomplete
figure. In a curious way the
role of the figure, and the
emotions suggested by her,
appear more prevalent in the
second version than in the
first, even though half of her
has been cut out of the
composition.

Painted concurrently

30

Still Life with Figure and Flowers II, oil on canvas,
3436in. (86.491.5cm)

time that you can work on a
canvas before the surface
becomes unmanageable, so I
started two more versions of
the same subject and worked
on them concurrently.
In Still Life with Figure and
Flowers II, above, the sense of
time has moved from morning
to late afternoon. The cool
blues, turquoises and violets
have been replaced with
browns, yellows, yellow greens
and pinks. Ultramarine red
pink has replaced manganese
violet blueness, and violet
grey has replaced French

Still Life with Flowers and Coffee
Pot I, oil on canvas, 4444in.
(111.7111.7cm)
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ultramarine.
The composition has been
altered to allow the viewer to
step closer into the subject,
with the result that the girl in
the striped dress has been
chopped in half. This
reinforces the prominence of
the vase of flowers, and the
objects on the table, and
makes it clear where the focus
of the subject lies, but it also
has the effect of emphasising
the light on the water through
the window, which in turn
brings the viewer's gaze, via
the diagonal reflections, to

Still Life with Flowers and
Coffee Pot II, oil on canvas,
4638in. (117.896.5cm)

Still Life with Flowers and Coffee
Pot I, below left, and Still Life
with Flowers and Coffee Pot II,
below, were conceived,
planned and painted
concurrently, using two sets of
brushes and two palettes with
the different pigments laid out
so as to ensure that the groups
of colours were kept clean,
fresh and distinct from each
other.
The inspiration for the
subject is similar to Still Life
with Flowers and Figure: the
bringing together of objects
and space that relate both to
indoors and outdoors. The
role of the figure has been
replaced by a trolley of studio
vessels and boxes, and a pink
cyclamen in full flower.
Once again I had to find a
way of linking two separate
and relatively self-contained
parts of the picture, both in
terms of colour harmonies and
the division of pictorial space.
This time the line of the edge
of the trolley in the foreground
leads the eye straight into the
picture, and although it is

counteracted by the opposite
diagonal direction of the table,
the sweep of the anemones
reaches out to draw the eye
towards the arrangement of
flowers, and to rest on the
butterfly-shaped deep red
poppy that provides the high
point of shape and colour.
This is the accent of drama
from which all the other
colours take their cue.
I worked on this pair of
paintings for two months,
battling to orchestrate the
patterns and colour harmonies
into a coherent whole. Each
time a particular area of the
picture became too dominant
I would first allow the surface
to dry before pouring white
spirit over the canvas and
scrubbing it vigorously with an
old kitchen broom, softening
the edges of lines and
restoring a feeling of liquidity
and transparency to parts of
the picture that had become
too opaque, too clotted.
Sometimes this process
would dislodge too much
paint, and at other times I
found it necessary to use fine
sandpaper as well, and
although it was occasionally
disheartening to undo so
much, the result enabled me
to retain a freshness and
simplicity over a long period
of time, to leave echoes of
past thoughts, and to enhance
the spirituality and
dreaminess of the subject.
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Six in a series
The final series for my show
ran to six paintings of the
same subject. What was
unique for me was the
accidental way in which this
subject revealed itself. The
model was taking a break, and
was sitting on the sofa by the
window. Beside her was a
trolley with pens, brushes,
bottles and other studio
paraphernalia. Indavertently
she counteracted the line of
the trolley in the position she
had adopted, and as I looked
up to ask her something I saw
a marvellous subject
conveniently arranged in front
of the window, the edges of
whose shapes made a giant X
that neatly divided the picture
surface into four sections.
In Time and Reflection I, right,
the figure is absorbed in her
own thoughts, with her head
turned away from the viewer.
The light on the surface of the
pond outside the window
draws the viewer towards the
shapes of the flowers against
the reflected light, and to the
objects on the trolley, which
create a cluster of flattish
shapes to balance the swirling
patterns of the sofa and rug.
Much of this detail was
eradicated or softened in the
six weeks that elapsed
between painting Time and
Reflection I and Time and
Reflection VI, below left. The
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▼
Time and Reflection I, oil on
canvas, 4638in. (117.896.5cm)

elaborate arrangement of
flowers was simplified to one
or two dominant shapes, and
the patterns gave way to
washes of semi-transparent
colour. Instead of looking out
of the picture, in Time and
Reflection VI the seated figure
now holds the viewer's gaze,
and the bottles, jugs, bowls
and brushes have been
reduced to a suggestion, to
soft, flat washes of colour. The
X shape that divides Time and
Reflection I is still discernible,
but is less important than the
sweeping, curved lines that
denote the shape of the sofa
in the middle, the edge of the
pond at the top, and the top
of the chair in the foreground.
Both paintings were initially
underpainted in a single
transparent colour, without
white. Once the surface was
dry I applied washes of
different colours (minimising
the use of white in order to
maximise their transparency),
sometimes wiping back the
Time and Reflection VI, oil on
canvas, 4638in.
(117.896.5cm)

wet paint to reveal the colour
underneath, sometimes
drawing into the surface with a
candle to repel the paint, or
dabbing touches of pure
pigment into the wet surface.
I had to allow plenty of
drying time between each
session — five or or six days
— otherwise the successive
layers of paint would have lost
their translucency and merged
together to resemble mud. I
also restricted each session to
21⁄2 hours so that I could
approach the subject with a
degree of freshness.
My aim was always to allow
my response to the subject to
be guided by intuition and
emotion, but it was still
necessary to plan how this
might be best achieved, and
to understand the medium so
as to harness it effectively. ■
Hugo Grenville runs four-day
courses, and on Thursdays during
termtime, at his London studio; for
details phone 020 8347 8718;
www.hugogrenville.com. His next
exhibition is with Josie Eastwood
Fine Art (01962 776677) at 27
Cork Street, from November 12
June 2007

