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Detail of “Classic Profile” (left, oil on canvas panel), “Eleanor” (center, pencil on paper), and “Exotic Simplicity” (right, oil on panel), © JR Dunster

Drawing Portraits Fundamentals was written to accompany my tutorial site, http://portrait-artist.org. While some of the book is derived straight from the site, there is a lot of content that is original to this book.

The first edition was published and sold via a print-on-demand publisher, all the way back in 2004. For years I kept on promising site visitors (and myself) that I’d write a second edition and make it available through more mainstream avenues (like the most popular online booksellers). But, the time didn’t seem right, until now.

I’m very excited about the second edition! New artwork has been added, I have replaced some images, as well as edited, modified, and included some new chapters and passages. While I’m proud of the first edition, I believe that a lot of quality and value has been added to this second edition.

This book discusses such topics as: making up faces from your imagination, anatomy, dealing with discouragement, formal education, competition, introduction to color and painting, values and shading, drawing more realistically and accurately, working from life, and so much more. 

To get more updates about the book, learn about upcoming books, and also to get some freebies, please go to portrait-artist.org/book.
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“Bill with Sword,” drawn from life. Pencil on paper.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

––––––––

There are a lot of people to thank, and this is the page to do it. 

My eternal gratitude to my father, who, after a long day at work, would drive me home from art school every evening. Even with all the generous, amazing things that you did, dearest Father, those nightly drives seem to stick with me the most. I once told you that I would write a book about drawing, and now I have. Thank you.

Thank you dear Mother, for helping me edit this book, and for always being so enthusiastic.

Thank you to Karen, Arlene, Barbara, & Marge. You have all helped and encouraged. Much gratitude to the Wolves, Randy, Joyce, and Sheryl as well. A special thanks to Bill, who has repeatedly pushed and encouraged me, and always with such wisdom. My love and gratitude goes out to all my teachers, starting with the first and best, Shirlee Prescott Morgan. Thanks to all the teachers at Glendale Community College of Glendale, California, as well as my instructors at Otis College of Art and Design of Los Angeles.

There are so many others to thank, and you know who you are.

Oh, and thanks to Zevia Lime Cola, Cactus Cooler, and Jerry Goldsmith. I wouldn’t have made it through this book without drinking you (in the case of the Zevia and Cactus Cooler), or listening to you (in the case of Mr. Goldsmith). 

Finally, this page would not be complete if I did not express my profound gratitude to the good Lord for always helping me in my life and with my art.

[image: image]

“Young Woman” pencil on paper.

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION

––––––––

Drawing Portraits: Fundamentals has been written to be a companion book for my Website, portrait-artist.org. Some of its content is almost identical to what you will find on the Website, but many additional illustrations, clarifications, and extra chapters have also been added. Portions of the site were excluded for a variety of reasons—for instance, some tutorials regarding color were removed because this book is printed in black and white. 

I created portrait-artist.org with several thoughts in mind. My main priority was to help “newbie” (beginner) artists who are feeling a little uncertain about this “art thing,” especially with drawing faces. I remember very well when I first discovered that I wanted to draw portraits. I felt such frustration at times because I knew that there was so much more to learn but I didn’t know where to begin. All these years later, writing a portrait art tutorial has been cathartic—I figured that if I could help others avoid some of the mistakes I had made when I first started out, then maybe all my struggles back then would not have been in vain. 

Another reason I wrote this book was to share my love for art and drawing. Art is something that can transform a person’s life and strengthen their feelings of self-worth and confidence. I believe that the more people that can be encouraged to nurture their interest in art, the more people will feel this happiness and satisfaction.

As this is the second edition of the book, a few things have been changed. I replaced some of the original graphics with new (hopefully improved) images. The section about digital art was refreshed as well. (My goodness, how much can change in over a decade!) There are other things that I’ve edited, deleted, and added to the book. 

How this book is organized

It has been a challenge to decide how to organize the tutorials for this book. On the Website it wasn’t as much of a concern, because the visitor could read the site’s content in any order that they desired. The difference with a book is that it is conventionally read from start to finish. Therefore, the order in which things are placed is much more important.

The first few lessons in this book cover drawing fundamentals. These lessons have been included for those who have little drawing experience. While I’ve tried to cover the essential basics of drawing in these lessons, any student with little or no drawing experience is encouraged to read other beginning drawing books. (I recommend The New Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain, by Betty Edwards.)

The middle part of this book contains the meat of the topic at hand: nuts-and-bolts tutorials and lessons covering the structure of the head, advanced shading techniques, and step-by-step lessons on drawing the face. I wrote these lessons in hopes of helping you understand how to draw faces better—whether you draw from life, from a photograph, or even from your own imagination.

The third and last section contains mostly “essays” which discuss other issues and topics that artists must face, as well as some “arty philosophy.” While these essays are not mandatory reading for the artist who wants to learn how to draw portraits, I do hope that you will read them. There is more to an artist than learning how to make creative lines—we have to live in the real world too, and we face real world challenges!

I emphasized that even though this book does cover the simple fundamentals of drawing, the more drawing experience a person has, the more they will get out of the later (and more advanced) lessons. However, if you, the reader, find it easier to skip around, by all means, do so! But please keep in mind that some of the more advanced lessons are written with the assumption that the reader is already familiar with the information covered in previous chapters.

––––––––

Section One:

Drawing Fundamentals for the New Artist

––––––––
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CHApter one

Let’s get started with drawing

––––––––

Some Introductory Words for the Newbie Artist or Artist “Wannabe”

One thing I want you to understand right away: You can do this. It doesn’t matter if you feel “untalented”; you can do it if you want it hard enough. I hope by the end of this book you will have received enough information and encouragement to feel confident that drawing is something that is within your grasp. 

Drawing is a skill that most people can learn. It is not reserved for those who are born with a “natural talent.” Talent is overrated. With education, knowledge, and practice, most anyone has the potential to accurately draw what they see. 

I am not saying that talent is not a great thing, nor am I claiming that talent doesn’t exist or doesn’t matter. I am simply telling you that drawing is a skill, like handwriting. Like handwriting, it requires practice.

Don’t worry if you think you are too old (or too young) to develop this skill. Don’t let any concerns about your age hold you back. As long as you have the manual dexterity to write your own name and can hold pencil to paper, you are perfectly able to learn to draw.

Have patience with yourself and enjoy the process. It is especially important for you, as a new artist, to remember that there should be no deadlines—you should not pressure yourself or expect perfection right away. Don’t push yourself to do “perfect” work. I give you permission to do “silly” or “abstract” drawings too. They are also important.

Even though the rest of this book is full of tutorials that are rather specific and structured (full of “rules”), don’t let yourself get too uptight about always following the rules. It’s not the end of the world if something you draw doesn’t turn out the way it was “supposed” to. Just do another drawing! 

Most artists will tell you that throughout their artistic careers they have filled many sketchbooks with drawings—including bad drawings. Don’t expect that you are going to be exempt from this same thing—you will create bad art sometimes. This is how it is for everyone, even for the artists that everybody assumes are born with a gift. I am not telling you this to discourage you—quite the opposite, in fact. I simply want you to understand that it is normal for all artists to produce some drawings that are not very pleasing to them.

Choosing Drawing Materials

Fortunately, it is not required that you buy very elaborate, expensive, or exotic drawing materials. However, you shouldn’t settle for bargain-basement art materials either. Even though a lot of the illustrations in this book are drawn in ink, I recommend that all newbie artists stick with pencil for a while. I used some ink illustrations because they reproduce well in print. 

If you have decided to create artwork on the computer, it is still vitally important that you learn to draw using traditional paper and pencil. You can always digitally manipulate and edit your sketches on the computer later on. When choosing drawing paper, you will be assaulted with a multitude of choices. There's “drawing” paper, and then there’s “sketching” paper. Usually (but not always) drawing paper is a little higher in quality and therefore more expensive. 

When you first start out, sketching paper should be fine. Just make sure the paper you buy can take the media you intend to use. For instance, if a paper says “pencil and charcoal,” don’t try to paint a watercolor on it. Some drawing papers will take ink and watercolors too, so check each type before you buy!

There are many good paper brands. I usually use Strathmore or Canson brand papers, but I have been known to get whatever I can find. (Some of the drawings shown in this book are from a sketchbook that I bought at the local dime store.) Be warned—many of the cheaper brands won’t take multiple erasures well. Feel the paper between your fingers and decide if it feels thick and hearty enough to take some erasures and scratching. 

Be sure to choose paper that is “acid free.” This means that it will not turn yellow over the years. Don’t get newsprint. It’s great for certain things, but is far too flimsy and thin for portrait drawing. It will not take any erasures well and since it is rarely acid free, it discolors and starts to disintegrate after a while.

Pencils are graded by the softness or hardness of their lead. Most leads in the H range (2H, 3H) are unsuitable for portrait work. The lead is on the hard side and therefore leaves only a faint mark. Pencil leads in the B range are far better. The leads with B and 2B softness are best for starters, or you can make do with an HB if that is all you can find. A 3B or softer can be great for making dark tones, but the soft graphite will easily smear if you aren’t careful. 

Mechanical pencils are becoming increasingly popular among non-artists, but many artists enjoy using them too. I’ve been drawing with such mechanical pencils for many years. All the pencil drawings presented in this book were made with a mechanical pencil using a 0.5 mm lead. I have also started using 0.7 mm and even 0.9 mm leads, but the 0.5 mm lead is still my favorite. I usually favor B softness leads, but if all that is available is HB, that’s what I’ll use—I’ll just bear down harder to get a dark line. 

I recommend kneaded rubber eraser for pencil work. There are many different brands of these kinds of erasers, and as far as I know they are all pretty similar. Kneaded rubber erasers (available at almost all art stores) are a little like Silly Putty, the strange rubbery putty that many of us played with as children. Manipulate the kneaded rubber eraser with your hands to make different shapes. You can even make a little pointy tip to erase small and delicate parts of your drawing. As you knead the eraser, the warmth of your hands will make it more pliable. When a portion of the eraser gets dirty with graphite, knead the eraser so that all the “dirty” spots are blended throughout the entire eraser. You can extend the life of a kneaded rubber eraser by regularly kneading it.

Regular rubber erasers (or pink erasers) are acceptable for erasing areas of your drawing that are resistant to erasures with the kneaded rubber eraser (for instance, if an area is very dark). Otherwise, regular erasers are not preferable and should only be used when nothing else is available.

When you have completed your drawing, you will need to use something called fixative. This comes in an aerosol can and may remind you a little bit of hair spray.  Fixative spray is used to “set” your pencil drawing after you have finished. If you don’t “fix” your drawing, it may smudge and smear in your sketchbook. 

Read the directions on the can when using fixative. Don’t spray it too close to your drawing and make sure to apply the fixative in a well-ventilated area. (The fumes are nasty!) Also be careful not to fix your drawing until you are certain you have completed it. After the drawing has been sprayed, it becomes increasingly difficult to erase. That’s the whole point of fixative—to prevent the pencil from lifting off and smearing. Sometimes you can do a little bit of altering and erasing on an already fixed drawing, but it is always more difficult.

I personally would recommend avoiding the use of varnish fixatives. They seem like overkill for simple pencil drawings. Krylon brand Workable Matte Fixative is something I’ve used in the past—it’s unique because you can keep on working on your drawing even after it’s been sprayed. Winsor & Newton Artists’ Fixative Spray is another brand that should be more suitable for pencil work.

––––––––

Let’s Get Started with Drawing: Negative Space

Learning to identify negative space will help you learn how to draw what you see. 
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The gray background in this illustration is also something called “negative space.”

“Negative space” is the area around the actual object that you want to draw. When you look intently at the subject you intend to draw, you will start to see these negative shapes as abstract forms. Instead of seeing a nose or a mouth, you’ll see the abstract shapes that are around them. Because these abstract shapes share a border with the nose and mouth, when you draw the abstract (negative) shape, you’ll be drawing the outline of the nose and mouth as well.

Most people, when they draw incorrectly, are allowing their brains to interpret the things they see in symbolic terms. (For instance, the symbolic but inaccurate way to draw an eye is with a simple almond shape.) These symbols are inaccurate and cause the artist to make mistakes in their drawing. The brain uses these symbolic terms and tries to override what the eyes actually see. 

However, when you draw the negative space (an abstract shape), your brain has nothing to hold onto—it can’t try to fool you with its simple symbolic way of seeing things. Therefore, you are able to draw more accurately.

As you see on the illustration on the previous page, the background of the picture is gray. The gray color represents the area around the profile. This gray area is a perfect example of negative space.
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The black area in this picture is negative space. It’s easier to identify the negative space when the distracting details of the woman’s face have been eliminated. Stare at this black area and look at its unique shape—try to divorce your mind from the notion that this picture is the silhouette of a face. It’s an interesting shape, isn’t it?
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Looking at something upside down helps your brain see things even more abstractly, instead of symbolically.

Look intently at the negative space in the previous illustrations and continue to ignore the “profile” shape. When you focus on these interesting shapes and stop thinking about the girl’s profile, you are able to let go of restrictive thoughts such as, “This is the profile of a person that I am drawing. A profile is supposed to look a certain way.”
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This illustration shows some typical symbolic ways of drawing things. We learned to draw some of these symbols when we were children, which explains why they have a child-like look to them.

As you are able to ignore what the analytical symbolic part of your brain is telling you and are able to let your eyes show you what you really see, you are well on your way to drawing more accurately. Recognizing negative space is one of the main secrets or tricks that artists use to draw well.

Your first drawing assignment

Since looking at something upside down is helpful in aiding you to see things as they really are (as opposed to symbolically), your first assignment is to copy an image while looking at it upside down.

This exercise is certainly nothing new, but it is very effective. It is commonly used by students of the wonderful drawing book The New Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain by Betty Edwards (published by J. P. Tarcher). When you look at something upside down and try to copy just the abstract and somewhat meaningless shapes that you see, you will end up with a more accurate drawing than if you looked at that same picture right-side up. According to Betty Edwards’ teachings, the left side of the brain is the symbolic side, while the right
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