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WHAT YOU NEED

SURFACES

• Artist’s choice—author uses oil-primed linen canvas (occasionally clear acrylic-primed) in demos

OIL PAINTS

• Alizarin Crimson Permanent

• Asphaltum

• Brilliant Yellow Light

• Burnt Sienna

• Burnt Umber

• Cadmium Orange

• Cadmium Red Light (or Cadmium Scarlet)

• Cadmium Yellow Medium

• Caput Mortuum Violet

• Cerulean Blue

• Flake White

• Flesh

• Foundation Greenish

• Indian Yellow

• Indigo

• Ivory Black

• Monochrome Tint Warm

• Naples Yellow

• Permanent Rose

• Phthalo Green

• Portland Gray Medium

• Radiant Blue

• Radiant Magenta

• Raw Sienna

• Raw Umber

• Titanium White

• Transparent Earth Red

• Ultramarine Blue

• Vermilion

• Yellow Ochre

BRUSHES

• A variety of synthetic, sable and bristle options in small, medium and large sizes (from 1 ⁄ 16 inch [2mm] to 1 inch [25mm] or bigger) in the following types: cat’s tongue, comb or rake, fan, filbert, flat, and mini pointed round

 OTHER TOOLS

• Binder or photo clips

• Camera

• Easel

• Mahlstick

• Medium of choice—author uses Oleogel and Maroger* in demos

• Odorless mineral spirits

• Palette (preferably handheld, midvalue and neutral-colored)

• Palette knife

• Photos (for reference)

• Pushpins

• Source light (natural and/or artificial)

• Straightedge

 

* Product contains lead and carries a powerful smell, so use in a well-ventilated area and handle with care according to the manufacturer’s instructions, or choose a suitable substitute.

 




RECOMMENDED READING 
FOR PORTRAIT PAINTERS

Face to Face With Greatness: The Adventure of Portrait Painting by John Howard Sanden (The Portrait Institute Press, 2009)

Portraits from Life in 29 Steps by John Howard Sanden with Elizabeth Sanden (North Light Books, 1999)

Harley Brown’s Eternal Truths for Every Artist by Harley Brown with Lewis Barrett Lehrman (International Artist Publishing, 2004)

Painting Beautiful Skin Tones With Color & Light by Chris Saper (North Light Books, 2001)

On Becoming a Painter by Robert A. Johnson (Sunflower Publishing, 2001)

Painting the Visual Impression by Richard Whitney (The Studios at Crescent Pond, 2005)

Photo-Imaging for Painters: An Artist’s Guide to Photoshop by Johnnie Liliedahl (Liliedahl Publications, 2005)

Color Choices: Making Color Sense out of Color Theory by Stephen Quiller (Watson-Guptill Publications, 2002)

Alla Prima: Everything I Know About Painting by Richard Schmid (Stove Prairie Press, 1999)

 





Introduction

Since writing Painting Beautiful Skin Tones With Color & Light more than ten years ago, I’ve had the opportunity to teach hundreds of students and to review and critique more work and portfolios than I can count. Within that context, several things stand out as predictable obstacles to artists progressing in the quality of their work. My goal in this book is to help painters overcome these obstacles and to embark on a path of growth and excellence in their work.

The most significant of these obstacles is not working often enough from life. Without regular practice painting the live model, even the most accomplished artists’ skills will become rusty. There is simply no way to paint fresh and accurate color, thoughtfully executed edges and convincing form without study and practice from life. Period. There is no shortcut, no book or DVD that can give a painter the observational skills and insights to be gained from real life interactions with real subjects. Teachers routinely stress the importance of practice. They aren’t just talking about repetitive acts; they are talking about the concept of “perfect practice.”

In math or chemistry, perfect practice means systematically and accurately showing the steps involved in getting an answer. In vocal training, it means performing vocal exercises and scales that incorporate proper breathing, posture, mouth and tongue positioning—not merely hitting the notes in a song.

In portraiture, perfect practice means working with proper tools and under conditions that enable growth, including good lighting, good rest and good materials.

Another obstacle to better portrait painting involves using inferior references. Portrait artists who fail to insist on excellent photographic references cannot reasonably expect to have excellent results. Without honing our observational skills by studying the live subject (including still-life and landscape subjects) there is no way for us to effectively interpret photographic references or to understand the significant limitations they impose upon the portrait painter.

Through a series of paired step-by-step demonstrations—where each subject is painted once from life and again from photos—you will learn techniques that painters in any medium can use to understand and record accurate color and to retain that accuracy when using photographic references. Fundamental concepts such as drawing and value are discussed within the larger context of the demonstrations; however, much greater emphasis is given to seeing and mixing color in skin tones and successful portrait design and execution.

It is not my intent to repeat basic information on materials or the color wheel—such dialogue is available in virtually every published art instruction book on the market. Rather, I have selected seven different subjects representing a variety of skin tones and have chosen to show how and what I learn in color studies from life, and how that knowledge can be applied to a more finished portrait. In most cases I have had no more than three hours in the life study to get down basic visual information. I don’t paint fast enough to complete a finished portrait in a life session, but with excellent photo references, I can take as much time as necessary to produce a finished work.

Nothing you read in this book is the one and only truth. In painting (or in any creative endeavor) there are many truths, all of which are valid. My suggestion in reading this book is the same suggestion I would make in taking any workshop (even mine), or watching any DVD: if you find something that can help you, by all means seize it. Let the rest go.

It is my goal, and I believe yours as well, to continue to grow as a painter. I want to convey more energy and more understanding of my subject, and to say something about the way I see that individual’s beauty and character.
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Chris Saper

Payne in Profile

Oil on linen

20" × 16" (51cm × 41cm)
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Chapter 1

Tools & Materials

The set of tools and materials you select as an artist is generally straightforward. The selection of materials within each category is, however, very personalized.

All you need to get started is a sturdy, solid easel, paint, brushes, a mixing surface, a painting surface and a way to clean your brushes. The important thing is that you buy the best materials and supplies you can afford.

Beyond the basics, and for each of the types of materials, you can get as carried away as a kid in a candy store, and so can your budget! Many of the tools you’ll buy will last for years or even a lifetime. As you gain experience and study with other artists, you’re likely to become introduced to supplies like paint colors and brushes that you may want to try out for yourself. These are generally low-priced additions, so start with a good set of basics and add to it over time.

 

Setting Up Your Palette

Over time, every painter finds a standard working palette. Developing an intimate and regular familiarity with the same group of colors will allow you to become both proficient and efficient in color mixing.

Give your colors a fair chance to see how well you like them. If you find that you put out a color every day, and it’s untouched when you clean your palette, drop it from your standard set of colors. Conversely, don’t be afraid to try new colors to add to your usual palette.


KEEP YOUR PALETTE CONSISTENT

The order in which you place your colors on your palette doesn’t really matter, only that you place them the same way every time. This helps you quickly and efficiently reach for the color you want each time.
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Set Up Your Standard Palette Every Day

This is my daily palette. All of the demonstrations in this book were created using this palette (plus a few specialty colors when applicable). It’s important to put out your standard palette every day, even if you are working on only one part of your painting that seems unlikely to need every color. Areas of the portrait painted with isolated colors may create a disconnect with the color harmony of the overall canvas.

Sometimes you’ll need to put out a color that can’t be mixed, particularly if you are painting brightly colored fabric with quinacridones or phthalos. Indigo is a great color to use when painting someone with blue eyes; Indian Yellow is useful when painting blondes.

 

Working With Oil Paint

To paint portraits successfully, you need a medium that lets you make changes and modifications throughout the painting. Oil, pastel and charcoal are the most forgiving. Acrylic and watercolor are more difficult to adjust once dry.

For me, oil on linen is truly the gold standard when it comes to portraits. Oil paint lets you work as loosely or a precisely as you’d like. There are so many choices in linen weaves and surfaces that you can select the surface that best suits your intent and painting style. The nature of the medium itself allows for subtlety in color and value transitions that I have found unparalleled. Oil is equally suited to the direct alla prima painter as to a classical approach using underpainting and glazing. If you’re interested in commission work, you’ll find that the highest demand for portraits is in oils.


CONTROL YOUR DRYING TIME WITH MEDIUMS

Mediums are excellent for speeding up or slowing down the drying time of paint. Paints mixed in walnut oil dry more slowly than paints mixed in linseed oil. Mediums such as Maroger and a number of others speed drying. A tiny drop of clove oil will keep your paints “open,” or wet, for many days.
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Sample Paint Brands for Skin Tones

Use any high-quality (not student-grade) oil paint on the market; these are a few brands that I like for painting skin tones that make up my standard palette.


KEEP YOUR COLORS FRESH

Working with old colors is penny-wise but pound-foolish.

When you run out of a color, stop and replenish it.

Put out fresh paint as soon as a color begins to stiffen. Earth colors and colors mixed with Flake White or accelerated drying mediums will become stiff much faster than cadmiums or colors mixed with Titanium White.

 



 

Brushes

Finding the brushes that work best for you is as personal as choosing a pair of shoes. Try synthetics, sables and bristles. Collect a variety of flats, cat’s tongues, fans and filberts that vary in width between 1 inch (25mm)—or larger, depending on your painting style and scale—and 1/16 inch (2mm). Other brush types including the rake, comb and mini pointed round will also come in handy when painting portraits.

Don’t accept any teacher’s recommendation as the ultimate truth. You won’t know what brushes you like until you use them for a bit. Think about those fabulous dress shoes you just saw in the store. They might look great in the shop. Your best friend might love them. They might be on sale. But if they aren’t right for your feet, you’ll regret it every time you put them on.

[image: ]

Brushes and Knives

In addition to an assortment of synthetic flats, here are a few of the brushes I like to use. I don’t pay too much attention to the specific size of the brush because brush numbers differ by manufacturer. It’s easier for me to think in terms of small, medium or large. Use the brushes you like and are comfortable with.

Any painting (or palette) knife can be used to mix paint. When working on canvas, it’s easier to use a spade-shaped knife.

 

Mediums and Other Tools

To get an idea of the enormous array of art gadgets available, page through any art instruction magazine. Many unique and useful tools have been developed by professional artists to make different aspects of painting easier.

[image: ]

Mahlstick

Use a mahlstick to steady your hand when painting to prevent smudging. My mahlstick even came with an extension for painting very large works.

[image: ]

Mediums and Mineral Spirits

Portraits in this book have been painted with Oleogel or Maroger medium. Oleogel, which is nontoxic and has no scent, can make your paints appear thinner or more transparent. Maroger will do the same—plus speed the drying time—but it should be handled carefully and used in a well-ventilated area, as it contains lead and has a very powerful smell. Pure walnut oil is a safe, nontoxic alternative, especially if you like your paints to dry more slowly. Walnut oil and Oleogel can be packed safely in checked luggage, should you need to fly with your supplies. It is not necessary, however, to use any medium at all when you paint.

I use odorless mineral spirits to clean my brushes and palette between uses.

[image: ]

Miscellaneous

Here are a few miscellaneous tools I use as a portrait painter. Gray cards are essential when photographing your work to ensure color accuracy in the event it’s reproduced.

 

Palettes and Supports

Palette Considerations

If you haven’t used a handheld palette, try it! There are enormous advantages to being able to mix colors right up against the model or right up against the canvas. It helps you avoid the mental delay that happens while moving back and forth from your easel to your mixing station.

The eye judges every color that you mix in comparison to the mixing surface. Regardless of what type of palette you choose or where you place it, be sure to use one that is a middle-value, neutral color. Middle value surfaces allow you to better gauge the value of a mixed color; neutral color surfaces let you better judge its hue, temperature and saturation. If you use a glass palette, place a piece of midvalue gray paper underneath, or try a wood palette in a neutral color.

After value and color, comfort and weight are most important in selecting a handheld palette. Sometimes the thumbhole needs to be sanded or reshaped so that it is more comfortable for your hand. If your palette drops forward when you hold it, glue some small weights under the front peninsula to balance it.

[image: ]

Claessens C-13 Double Oil-Primed Linen

Oil-primed Belgian linen is one of my favorites—it has beautiful texture and a variety of weaves available. The painted surface feels like soft leather. Claessens offers a C-13 fine weave suitable for portraits, though other oil-primed linens produce excellent results as well.

Tee

Oil on linen

12" × 12" (30cm × 30cm)

Private collection
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ABS Plastic

ABS plastic is used to make everything from car dashboards to folding tables and will probably outlast the next ice age. Prepare the sheet of plastic to accept paint by sanding the surface to create tooth. Even when sanded, the surface remains extremely smooth, so be patient in getting the first layer of paint to stick. It’s easier to work after letting your underpainting dry.

Monarch

Oil on ABS plastic

20" × 16" (51cm × 41cm)

Private collection

Painting and Supports

A tremendous variety of canvases are available from fine art manufacturers. I prefer linen to cotton and oil-primed linen to acrylic-primed linen. Double oil-primed canvas has a beautiful, leatherlike feel, although it can be a bit difficult to stretch. Canvas textures range from a smooth, fine weave to a coarse weave closely resembling burlap. In general, relatively finer weaves work best for most portraits, assuming you are working in a life-size or smaller scale. Try several different textures, and you’ll see how personal a canvas choice can be. The smoother the surface, the finer the detail you’ll be able to get. On the other hand, a surface with a rougher weave can have a beauty all its own. Also experiment with stretched canvas and canvas mounted on a rigid surface to see which you prefer.

I’ve worked on surfaces with no texture, or tooth, including ABS plastic, as well as the tiny-toothed Wallis sanded pastel paper, which is a unique surface for oil as well as pastel. Be sure to use synthetic brushes if you’re experimenting with sanded paper, since the surface will eat up your natural-hair brushes. The clear acrylic-primed linen canvases are a nice alternative for vignettes.
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Sanded Pastel Paper

Well known to pastelists, the Wallis sanded paper is rugged, heavy and versatile. Try mounting the paper to a rigid surface like Masonite. The fine gritty surface of the sanded paper allows you to explore a huge range of surface effects from dragging the pigment across the surface (much as one would apply pastel), to working very subtle, fine color and value transitions.

Richard

Oil on Wallis sanded pastel paper

20" × 16" (51cm × 41cm)

Private collection
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Clear Acrylic-Primed Linen

Several manufacturers offer clear acrylic-primed linen, which preserves the beauty of raw linen. The weaves tend to be a bit coarser than the portrait weave linen, but easy to adjust to. Given my penchant for oil-primed linen, I reserve the clear primed linen for vignettes where the color of the surface is an integral part of the painting.

Colleen

Oil on clear acrylic-primed linen

20" × 16" (51cm × 41cm)

Private collection

 

The Basics of Painting a Portrait

This is an abbreviated example of how to paint a portrait. Here, I began the first two steps at a workshop, then finished at home in the studio. Refer to the quick reference guide often as you paint your portraits.
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[image: ] Establish the Measuring Marks and Color Notes

After you’ve determined the lighting and the sizing and placement of the head, mark the vertical and horizontal measurements and the general angles using thinned Raw Umber and a small cat’s tongue brush.
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[image: ] Separate Light From Shadow

Once you have the basic layout and shape placement established, divide the painting into light and shadow areas. Don’t worry about any middle values yet. Simply review the design pattern of your
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