
LESSON 10 · 2ND TERM -- THE DRAWING PATH

DEEP DIVE

Limited Palette Strategies
Restricting your color choices to two or three hues forces harmonic consistency and develops deeper

understanding of color relationships.

A limited palette is a deliberately restricted set of pigments (typically 3-6 colors plus black and white).

Working with a limited palette forces color harmony by automatically unifying the entire painting through

the consistent mixing relationships between a small number of pigments.

THE ZORN PALETTE

One of the most famous limited palettes is the Zorn palette, attributed to Swedish master Anders Zorn: yellow

ochre, cadmium red (or vermilion), ivory black, and titanium white. Despite having no blue pigment, this

four-color palette produces a surprising range of warm flesh tones and subtle, mixed neutrals. The Zorn palette

teaches you that blue is not always necessary for flesh -- black can substitute for it in limited contexts.

PRIMARY LIMITED PALETTES

The classic limited palette for color study is a warm and cool of each primary: warm yellow and cool yellow,

warm red and cool red, warm blue and cool blue. Six pigments plus white. This palette can mix any color and

teaches how warm and cool bias in primaries affects secondary mixing. For example, mixing ultramarine

(biased toward violet) with cadmium red produces a cleaner purple than mixing cerulean (biased toward green)

with the same red.

STRATEGIC COLOR EXPANSION

Starting with a limited palette and adding colors strategically teaches you exactly what each new pigment

contributes. Add a green when you discover your mixed greens are too dull. Add a violet when your mixed

violets are too grey. Each addition is meaningful rather than arbitrary. Artists trained on limited palettes

understand each color intimately; those who work from a full palette often do not.

EXERCISES

Day 1: Paint a still life using only the Zorn palette (yellow ochre, red, black, white). Day 2: Paint the same still

life using a split-primary palette (6 colors). Compare the results. Day 3: Paint a landscape with only warm and

cool of one primary (e.g., only yellows and their mixes). Day 4: Set a challenge: paint a colorful subject (flowers,

fruit) with only three pigments. Day 5: Choose your own limited palette of four pigments and paint a full scene

from imagination.
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