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freeze into the kind of  mummy-like 
stasis that kills an image.”

Barnes claims she had an easy 
rapport with all her sitters and they 
have heaped praise on her in return 
for her skill and professionalism.

Katherine Hughes – Principal of  
Somerville College, Oxford, 
between1989 and 1996 – highlights 
Tess’s wish for an ongoing dialogue 
between sitter and artist.

“One of  her many gifts is the ability 
to provoke a response in others, of  
shared curiosity and pleasure. Her 
portraits are true dialogues, 
unmistakeably from her brush, but 
seeking, not manipulating, the identity 
of  the subject. Her personality is as 
creative as her skill in the interest and 
communication in her work.”

Technically speaking, the ability 
Barnes has in producing a likeness is 
not in doubt as the familiar faces of  
June Sarpong and Carol Vorderman 
flash past in pages of  her portfolio.

This talent was first unearthed at the 
Chelsea College of  Art and Design, 
after which she became “obsessed” 
with capturing people in paintings and 

started painting herself  in the mirror.
“I believe that practice makes 

perfect. Some people are naturally 
bent at doing something. It’s 
discovering it and wanting to do it. 

“In the third year at Goldsmiths I 
had a really good tutor, Basil Beattie. 
He saw my portraits and asked why I 
did anything else. It was lovely and I 
began to realise that perhaps not 
everybody could do it so easily.”

Since then, Barnes has developed  
an approach to painting that is  
sensibly relaxed – perfectionism 
without preciousness.

“I think perfectionism is important 
to a certain degree,” she says. “On the 
flip side, it is important for artists to 
not be afraid of  mess. I make some of  
my students cover a page with charcoal 
and mess it up a bit before they start 
their work.”

Any purism within Barnes does not 
extend to regulated measurements to 
aid accuracy when painting. 

 “I do not agree with precise, 
regulated measurement, because we 
are all lopsided. Our faces are not 
equal, so instead, I use levels and 

spacing and that it is really important.” 
She covers half  her face with her 
hand. “See! It is terribly unusual to 
find someone who has pupils that point 
exactly in the same direction.” 

It is this enthusiasm and willingness 
to demonstrate that makes her such  
a sought-after teacher.   

A sculptor of  paint
In both pastels and oils, Barnes 
achieves a translucent glow, making 
her subjects appear warm and inviting 
without undermining the likeness and 
retaining a realistic portrayal of  the 
sitter. With pastels in particular, Barnes 
says this is down to the products she 
uses and how she uses them. 

 “A desired effect depends on what 
you are using. I love Rembrandt 
pastels. I have always used them and 
they just really suit my style.”

It is with great care and featherlight 
handling that Barnes uses the colours. 
Through a great deal of  gentle 
smudging, a flawless finish is produced.

As far as her oil painting technique 
goes, Barnes sees herself  rather as a 
sculptor in terms of  progress 
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