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20″ × 27″ (51cm × 69cm)
Collection of Alan Yates and Linda Tweedie





INTRODUCTION

In grade school I was frustrated with colored pencils and crayons. Crayons put down lots of rich color but were never sharp enough for detail. Craft-grade colored pencils could be nice and sharp, but no matter how much pressure I used, the color was pale and lifeless. Mind you, I didn't lose sleep over any of this—I just wished my little maps of Uruguay's mountain ranges and major rivers could have a little more oomph. Little did I know that someday I'd be making my living with just the sort of tool I wished for in fifth grade!

When I did pick up my first professional-grade colored pencils around 1988, I admit I immediately felt I was home. This was it. This was a medium I could do something with. No time-consuming setup. No messy cleanup. No toxic fumes or dust. No stretching. No color mixtures turning to mud. No expensive surfaces and supplies. I could draw for ten minutes, heat a baby bottle, draw for twenty more and change a diaper. Life was good.

Then I stumbled onto portraiture and life got better. Who could complain about a career that allows you to travel to beautiful homes, meet darling children, then go home and draw to your heart's content, ten feet from your kitchen and in your slippers? What could be more satisfying than doing what you love, and knowing that what you have produced has already become a family heirloom? Just when I thought it couldn't get better, I received the thrilling opportunity to write this book. I love teaching almost as much as I love making art, so now I guess I've reached nirvana.

Some of you are new to colored pencil and still can't quite believe the quality of work the medium can produce. Others of you already know what can be done with colored pencils but haven't yet tried them out on a portrait. I've attempted to address both the inexperienced and experienced in this book. For the novice, I begin with the most basic information about materials and colored pencil techniques. For the initiated, I offer a step-by-step progression through all the elements that go into a portrait. It is very important to me that I really show these steps, so in my demonstrations I've included as many progressions as possible.

You may find that many of the demonstrations I've included in this book look different from those in most art instruction books. As a working portrait artist, I decided to include step-by-step demos of actual commissioned works in progress, rather than create something specifically for the different sections of this book. Consequently, many of the demos show areas not specifically addressed in the text. I trust that rather than confusing you, this will add to your use and understanding of the material presented.

Finally, a word of warning. This book presents the methods I use to paint a portrait; it does not attempt to decree how you should paint a portrait! Please take all of the following information as a guideline and not a formula. There are as many perfectly legitimate ways to paint a colored pencil portrait as there are colored pencil artists. Consider this only one path on your journey to finding your own way.
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KATE
18″ × 22″ (45cm × 55cm)
Collection of Mark and Debbie Madden





CHAPTER ONE
Getting Started

The beauty of colored pencil is that it takes so little to get started: pencils, paper and a few minimal tools and you're on your way. There's no setup, no cleanup, no health concerns, and on top of that, it's very affordable. You also need little space to set up your colored pencil studio; in fact, for years I worked in a tiny four-foot-square area stolen from the family room, behind the sofa!
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Everything you need to get started

Paper

Over the years, I've tried dozens of papers and have finally settled on one called Stonehenge, which is manufactured by Rising. It is a wonderful paper I guarantee you'll fall in love with. It's strong, clean and inexpensive. There are few decisions to make with Stonehenge as it only comes in one surface and one weight. All you need to know is the size and color you prefer. I use plain white, although it comes in several shades of white, off-white and cream. You can buy it by the sheet or in smaller pads of fifteen or so sheets. I confess it's a little hard to find if you don't have a well-stocked art supply store in your area, but it can be ordered from most of the larger art supply catalogs. Even with the loads of layers and heavy pressure I apply, this paper holds up beautifully. You won't be sorry if you take the time to find it.

Pencils

I started using Sanford Prismacolor pencils ten years ago; by now I know them much better than I know my own children! Prismacolor pencils have the widest color range, with 120 colors available, and are by far the most widely used colored pencils. This isn't to say there's anything wrong with the other brands, although I would definitely stay away from any “student-grade” pencil. It's simply that I have found I can do all I want to do with Prismacolor pencils, so I've stuck with them. If you're just starting out, I suggest you buy a set of at least forty-eight—but preferably seventy-two—colors. In most art stores, you can buy individual colors you'd like that aren't included in the set.


HINT

Several years ago, Sanford changed the color names of several of its Prismacolor pencils. Throughout the book, I will use the newer color names, so for those of you with older pencils, here is a list of the old names and their replacements.

• Flesh is now Peach.

• Light Flesh is now Light Peach.

• Sand is now Jasmine.

• Raw Umber is now Light Umber.

• Burnt Umber is now Dark Umber.

• Blush is now Blush Pink.



Pencil Sharpener

I've given enough workshops around the country to have heard all the reasons people give for using handheld sharpeners, but I haven't heard one yet that persuades me to give up my Boston electric sharpener. To me, it is as essential as the pencils themselves! Handheld sharpeners take too much time, are messy and often chew up the wood. Battery-operated sharpeners are fine for workshops where you don't want to worry about the availability of electrical plugs; but for the studio, there's nothing like an electric sharpener. They're inexpensive at the large office supply stores, they're quick and they offer a beautifully sharp point (provided you use it often enough— but we'll get to that later). Every electric sharpener manufacturer puts a disclaimer on the box stating the product is not intended for wax-based pencils, which, of course, Prismacolor pencils are. Ignore it. All it means is that your sharpener will wear out a bit more quickly than it would sharpening graphite pencils.

Drafting Brush

Another must. As you work with colored pencils, it is inevitable that tiny bits of pencil dust will fall on your paper. To help reduce the dust, keep a rag directly under the sharpener, lay the pencil on the rag after sharpening and give it a twist to wipe the tip. But no matter how careful you are, dust particles will get on your paper; if you don't brush them off, you'll eventually grind them into the paper with your hand. Constant brushing is essential. I simply cannot work without a brush. On average, I brush every three or four minutes!

“Sticky Stuff”

I suppose you've noticed what looks like a wad of chewing gum on top of the sharpener at left. That's one of my favorite tools—a blob of reusable adhesive, or what I call “sticky stuff.” I keep it on top of my sharpener so I always know where it is. I show here a package of Handi-Tak reusable adhesive, which can be found at most office supply stores, but there are many different brands and they all work just fine.

So what do I do with my blob? For starters, I put a tiny bit on each of the four corners of the back of my paper so my work will stay on my tilted drafting table. The effect is similar to Velcro in that you can easily lift the paper off your drawing surface and stick it back on.

I also have a nickel-sized blob permanently stuck on the right side of my drafting table to hold my drafting brush. Before the blob, it seemed I was constantly looking for my brush. I'm willing to guess that the sticky stuff that holds my brush saves me close to an hour per portrait just in “brush-searching” time! Finally, sticky stuff is a great eraser. No matter how often you brush your piece, you'll still get “pencil grime” on your paper. Simply rolling a blob over those areas will completely clean them. It also works much better than a kneaded eraser when you want to lift pencil off your work. (You'll see an example of that later, in the section on technique.)

Pencil Extenders

As your pencil gets shorter, you lose control. And let's face it, if you're using colored pencil with its little tiny point, you're probably a control freak, at least when it comes to your art. Using a pencil extender is one way to regain control of a short pencil. But eventually, the pencil gets so short it no longer fits into the pencil sharpener. So now what? Throw out the stub? Not if you're frugal like me! It took me years, but I finally figured out a way to use nearly the entire pencil. Using a bit of superglue, I glue my stub and a new pencil of the same color end to end. This allows me to use almost the entire pencil, with minimal waste, and the bonus is that I always have two sharpened ends at my fingertips! Be sure to break off the stub just before you sharpen through to the new pencil. This will leave one flat end of the new pencil to be glued later. Don't sharpen past the stub, or you'll end up with one pencil sharpened at two ends, which will eventually be totally useless.


HINT

It takes a little while to get good at this gluing business. I've found it works best to apply a fairly generous amount to the end of the new pencil, touch the stub to that end, then set both pencils down for a bit. After about two minutes, the glue should be ready. Holding the two ends together for about ten seconds should do the trick! I much prefer a superglue pen for this application; it's not messy and doesn't clog up.
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SISTERS
27″ × 28″ (67.5cm × 70cm)
Collection of Rob and Jody Harris

Getting to the Point

Imagine the tooth of your paper magnified many times and seen from the surface. What you would see are many hills and valleys. How many of those valleys your pencil will fit into is determined solely by the size of the point on your pencil. A tiny, sharp point will naturally fit into far more valleys than a large, dull point. The more valleys your pencil can fit into, the smoother the coverage and the smoother and more even your work will appear. Don't be any more reluctant to sharpen your pencil than a wood artisan is to carve away wood. Yes, you are chewing up your pencils and “wasting” perfectly good pigment every time you sharpen. The alternative is to make your pencils last a really long time while creating rough, uneven drawings!
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The hills and valleys of the paper surface

Scumbling/“Brillo Pad” Technique

Although this technique is actually called scumbling, I call it my “Brillo pad” method since it's applied with a circular motion similar to the motion of your hand when using a Brillo pad to clean your pots and pans. Using a very sharp point and extremely light pressure, I move the pencil point in a circular (sometimes almost elliptical) motion, slightly overlapping as I move along. This technique allows maximum control of the pencil and creates the smoothest finish, but it is oh … so … slow. You can think of it as meditative and soothing or just plain tedious; either way, the “Brillo pad” technique is only for the patient, and it does take some practice to get your pressure consistent. The advantage is that you can get extremely subtle blending of color. For that reason I use this method for the face and hair of all my portrait commissions.
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“Brillo Pad” Technique
For an even, tonal application such as this, use a well-sharpened point, very light pressure and a circular motion.
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Sharpen, Sharpen, Sharpen!
If your tonal application looks like this, your point is not sharp enough. Consequently, the pencil is skipping over too many valleys and too much of your paper surface is showing through, creating a rough-looking texture.
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Think Circular, Not Circles
When your circular motion is too large, as shown here, what you will see is a mass of coils that is anything but smooth! You don't have to get out your ruler, but just to give you an idea, each of my circular motions is about half a centimeter in diameter.

Vertical Line Technique

The vertical line technique I developed several years ago was born out of sheer desperation to find a way to work more quickly in colored pencil. With some experimentation, I found that a vertical stroke was a very natural movement for me, and that it was much quicker than the “Brillo pad” method. The vertical line technique is simply a vertical line next to another vertical line, next to another. The length of the line is usually determined by the space it is filling. A large space can take a longer line than a small space. As you work in vertical lines, you will notice there is some overlapping. Don't let that bother you. Since working in colored pencil means building up color with layer after layer of pencil, in subsequent layers you can even out the texture. You can also minimize the overlap by using a very light touch.
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The vertical line
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The left circle is an example of the vertical line technique done with an average stroke length. In the right circle, the strokes are too short, creating a choppy texture.
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The left circle is an example of the vertical line technique using a very sharp point and extremely light pressure. In the right circle, the point is also very sharp, but here I've used medium to heavy pressure.
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With a dull pencil and very light pressure, the vertical lines are almost impossible to see, but the texture is rougher than with a sharp point. The right circle is an example of a duller pencil used with medium to heavy pressure.


HINT

The longer the stroke, the less control you have, so in areas where you need a lot of control, your stroke will naturally have to be shorter.



Edges

As with any art medium, there are times when you will want to create crisp, clean edges with your colored pencils and times when you want loose, rough edges. Generally, I want all of the edges of my subject to be crisp and the background and foreground edges to be rougher. This helps to pop the subject out and ensures the eye will see the subject as the center of attention.

[image: COLOREDPENCILPORTRAITSSTEPBYSTEP_c001_f012]

Rough Edges
No outlining needed here—simply follow the line of your shape with exaggerated strokes,
letting the edges merge.

Smooth Edges
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1 Outline the Shapes
Using the color of your first layer and a very sharp point, outline the shape. From this point on, you only have to work up to this outlined edge, which will help to avoid dragging dark colors into lighter areas
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2 Fill the Outer Edges
Using a very short stroke (for extra control), fill in just up to the edge of the outline.

[image: COLOREDPENCILPORTRAITSSTEPBYSTEP_c001_f015]

3 Fill the Shape
Now you can finish filling in the shape with longer strokes.

Creating Darks Quickly

Through most of the book, I'll be reminding you to keep a light touch and let the value slowly build up with multiple layers of lightly applied pencil. But there are times when you have a flat area (with absolutely no gradation of value) that you simply need to fill with a dark value. In that case, there's no sense in slowly building a dark with sixteen layers of color. Using heavy pressure and darker value pencils, you can fill a dark area in three quick layers.
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Creating Flat Darks
With a fairly sharp point (smoother coverage) and heavy pressure, fill an area with a dark value. Here I've used Scarlet Lake, but any darker pencil will do. Choose a second dark color, like the Indigo Blue I've used, and cover the first layer using heavy pressure and a sharp point. The last color here is black, again applied heavily and with a sharp point.

Impressed Line

Use a sharp instrument to indent the paper surface. When you cover the area with pencil, the impression made with the sharp object will not fill (it's an especially deep “valley”) and will show up as white. You can use this technique for the little wisps of hair around the face that are often lit by sunlight. I also use this technique when drawing a beard or mustache that has a bit of gray or white in it by first impressing a few hairs I intend to remain lighter than the surrounding hair. And finally, when I can see there will be no place at the bottom of the portrait light enough in value for my signature to show up, I impress my signature first on the bare paper with a pen that has run out of ink, then let it show up as I work the dark pencils over it!
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Impressed Line Technique
Use any sharp instrument to leave an indentation without tearing the paper (a few suggestions: a dried-out pen, a stylus, the back of a craft knife blade, a bobby pin with the protective cover removed). Over the top of the impression, layer colored pencil. It's better to use a dull pencil or the side of your pencil with this technique so you don't accidentally fill in the impression. In the right example, I covered the paper with a layer of Jasmine before impressing a few lines, then topped it with a coat of Dark Brown.
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Burnishing
By using very heavy pressure, I've smoothed the surface of the paper with just two layers: a layer of Tuscan Red followed by a layer of Grape. On top of this burnished pencil, I've applied a layer of white in varying pressures. This technique is perfect for highly polished or reflective surfaces, such as glass, ceramics, satin and patent leather.

Burnishing

“Burnishing” is a fancy word for using so much pressure and so many layers that every hill and every valley in the paper surface is completely coveted and the paper tooth (texture) is no longer visible. I tend not to do a lot of burnishing, but it can come in handy for certain surfaces, such as glass and metal, and for small highlights on dark hair or dark clothing. You have to be careful not to burnish when working on the face, since once the paper surface is all filled up, you're very limited on the number of additional layers you can apply.


HINT

You never really get back to white when lifting colored pencil, whether you're using “sticky stuff,” tape or an electric eraser. But there is a trick for small areas, if you really need to get back to white. Using a cotton swab dipped sparingly in household bleach, gently tap the surface of the paper. Within moments, you should see white again.



Lifting

You never want to try to erase colored pencil. Erasing colored pencil with a traditional pencil eraser only rubs the pigment deeper into your paper surface. What you want to do instead is lift the pigment out of the hills and valleys of your paper surface. Kneaded erasers, “sticky stuff,” invisible tape, masking tape, frisket film and cleat contact paper will all work to lift colored pencil. The tapes and films are nice because you can see through them to be more specific about the area you're lifting. Just lay a piece of tape or film over the area you need to lift, apply a little pressure with your fingernail and then lift off the tape. For tiny areas, after laying down the tape, apply pressure with a pencil point to the specific area you need lifted, then lift the tape.
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This was lifted with a kneaded eraser.
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You can see how much more pencil the reusable adhesive (“sticky stuff”) lifts. In this example, I've lifted several times, turning the blob of sticky stuff each time to use a clean surface to pick up the pencil. Don't be afraid of pressing down too hard with the blob; Stonehenge paper will take a lot of pressure.
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Here I've laid clear tape across the surface, pressed on it with the side of my thumb, then carefully lifted the tape. (You don't want to remove the tape too quickly or you may pull up the paper surface.)

Layering to Build Rich Color

“Painting” with colored pencil is all about slowly building color by adding layer upon layer of pencil. I have a three-layer rule: No area should be covered with less than three layers of pencil and two different pigments. The average number of layers in any given area should be between six and ten, with some areas getting as many as fifteen! Why so many? Just one layer of just one hue of colored pencil looks very flat. Adding different hues, different values and different colors creates a richness and depth that one or two layers simply cannot. You'll see in later chapters how to build color slowly in layers to render surfaces such as clothing and skin; but to begin with, here is an example of how to create depth and model form simply by combining layers of different colors.
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THE WATERER
26″ × 20″ (65cm × 50cm)
Collection of Marcia Weiss






CHAPTER TWO
Composing a Portrait

The idea of “good composition” has always intimidated me. I don't have any formal art training; everything I know I've either learned by looking at art or by trial and error. I must be doing something right though, since I've heard many times (from those who should know) that my sense of composition is very good. So, rather than passing on too many rules, I'll just send a few tips your way about how I compose my work and try to help you see what looks best.

Starting With Reference Photos

Good composition is a skill you develop over time. Initially, I think most artists focus on technique; but as technical skills improve, focusing on composition becomes easier. I have several older works that I would crop differently now, but at the time I was so intent on simply capturing the likeness that I wasn't able to see how the composition could improve. Composition is about balance: balancing a large shape with several small shapes, light areas with dark, straight lines with curved lines, flat areas with detail. But I actually don't think about balance or rules at all when choosing my compositions. So what do I do? I look. I look at lots and lots and lots of photos. I never take less than one hundred reference photos of my portrait subject.

Once I get the photos back, I look through them very quickly, making a “possible” pile and a “no way” pile. I then go through the “possible” photos more slowly, cutting the choices to anywhere from three to ten shots. I'm looking for pleasing facial expressions, of course, but more than that I'm looking for the photo that “works.” The one I'm drawn to, the one that feels right. It's all in the gut. Trust the gut!

Once I'm down to one to three choices, I start manipulating the image by framing the photo. Usually I just use the backs of four other photos laid over the four edges of my good photo. Then I start playing with the image, cropping a little here and a little there to see if the composition can be improved. Eventually, I come up with something I'm happy with.

It's important to note that when I look at my reference photos, I'm not thinking about any of the “rules” or elements of a good composition; it really is just comparison and purely a gut reaction. Only after the choice is made am I really able to identify the elements that make it a pleasing composition.
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Reference photos

Enlarging Photos

A word of warning: do not use a 3″ × 5″ (7.5cm × 12.5cm) photo as your only reference photograph. Any face in a photo that small is going to be tiny — far too small for you to successfully get a good likeness. Never, under any circumstance, would I consider working from anything less than an 8″ × 10″ (20cm × 25cm) enlargement. Usually I work from an 11″ × 14″ (27.5cm × 35cm). Colored pencil drawings take a long time; if you're willing to invest that much time in a drawing, help yourself out and have the photo enlarged. I strongly recommend this be a photo enlargement and not a color copy. Color copies, while cheap and quick, are also grainy, and the color quality is so unreliable. You get what you pay for!

You can get an “instant” photo enlargement these days at many photo labs. You don't even need a negative. I just take in my 4″ × 6″ (10cm × 15cm) photo, it's instantly scanned, I see the enlarged image on a computer monitor and can make cropping choices, and like magic, I have an 8″ × 10″ (20cm × 25cm) in a matter of minutes. The cost is around ten dollars, so it is obviously much more expensive than a color copy, but the quality is so superior that I urge you to go that route over the cheaper one.


HINT

I don't want to give the impression that I always work from just one reference photo. I often choose one shot for composition and another for facial expression. There are times when I work from a third or fourth photo for hand or foot placement or background changes. It's ideal to have one photo to work from, but even with one hundred shots, it doesn't happen too often!



Getting It on Paper

Once you've chosen the composition and the photo(s) you'll be working from, your next step is to decide how to get your sketch onto your paper. There are so many ways to do this; I'm sure you'll find one that suits you perfectly.

DRAWING FREEHAND

If you are drawing freehand, here are a few tips. If your drawing is going to be appreciably larger than your photo, make your sketch roughly the same size as the image in the photo. It's much easier to mechanically enlarge your sketch than to try to enlarge while drawing. And if you don't already, try drawing on tracing paper. It's cheap and will take tons more erasing than any sketch papet ever could.

Once your drawing is complete, trace over your pencil lines with a fine-point pen, then enlarge it on a copy machine to the size you want. There are machines now that will enlarge up to 36 inches (90cm), so even with a small sketch you can work as large as you're willing!

TRANSFERRING

Now you need to transfer your sketch (or enlarged photocopy) onto your drawing paper. There are three ways I know of to do this. First, you can use transfer paper. It looks something like carbon paper and you just place it between the sketch and your drawing paper and lightly trace over your sketch lines. It helps to trace with a colored pencil so you'll know which lines you've already transferred. Be very careful not to use too much pressure while tracing or you'll accidentally impress the drawing paper. I'm not crazy about transfer paper. Some kinds are gummy and don't erase well.
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Easy Transfer
The light coming through my sliding glass door allows me to see through my Stonehenge paper to the sketch below.

A second way is to use the side of an ordinary graphite pencil to cover the back of your sketch with lots of graphite. It works best if you cover it with two layers laid down in two different directions. Place this over your drawing paper and trace as explained previously. I like this method only a tiny bit better than transfer paper. It can be messy, but the graphite is at least easy to erase.

My choice for transferring is a backlighting technique, similar to the way a lightbox works. I've found my sliding glass door works beautifully as a “light-box”! I use “sticky stuff” to attach my sketch to the door and to stick my drawing paper to the sketch. I can easily see right through the Stonehenge drawing paper, so with a sharp graphite pencil, I very lightly trace the outline of my sketch onto the Stonehenge and I'm good to go! For years, I only transferred during the day, but I've discovered that by turning on the outside patio light and turning off the indoor lights, I can transfer after dark.

DRAWING WITH GRIDS

If you're not too confident about your drafting skills, I highly recommend drawing with grids. Drawing with the aid of a grid is helpful in improving your drafting skills since it teaches you to use reference points (the lines of the grid), and drawing is almost completely about referencing. Following is the setup I use when drawing with grids. Although the initial preparation takes a little time, I definitely think it's worth the effort.

1 Using a fine-tip permanent marker, draw a grid of 2-inch (5cm) squares on a very large piece of white posterboard. Attach the posterboard to the top of your drawing table.

2 Using a fine-point pen, make grids on 9″ × 12″ (22.5cm × 30cm) white paper in four different sizes: ¼-inch, ½-inch, ¾-inch and 1-inch (.6cm, 1.25cm, 1.9cm, 2.5cm) squares. Have the grids photocopied onto acetate. (You could use permanent marker right on acetate to make your own grids, but I find that the marker wears off more quickly than if it's photocopied.)

3 When you're ready to draw, place a large piece of tracing paper over your posterboard grid. You can see your grid lines through the tracing paper, and this will be your drawing surface.

4 Lay one of the acetate grids over your reference photo. If you want your drawing to be twice as large as your photo, use the 1-inch (2.5cm) grid. If you want it four times larger, use the ½-inch (1.25cm) grid, etc.

5 Now you're ready to draw. If the hand in your photo is six squares down and three squares over on the acetate grid, count six squares down and three squares over on the grid under your tracing paper and that is where you will draw the hand.
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Here I've placed a 1-inch (2.5cm) acetate grid over my 11″ × 14″ (27.5cm × 35cm) photograph.

[image: COLOREDPENCILPORTRAITSSTEPBYSTEP_c002_f005]

To make the drawing 100 percent larger than the photo, I've placed my drawing surface (tracing paper) over a 2-inch (5cm) grid attached to my drawing table. Since the bottom of the ear on my reference photo fell in the second square over and the eighth square down, I counted two over and eight down on my tracing paper and began the ear in that square.

PROJECTING

If you already feel confident about your drawing skills, or if you don't want to take the time to learn, there's always the option of projecting an image onto paper. Many, many artists use projectors, and I suppose the debate about whether or not this is cheating will rage on forever. My personal opinion is that it's totally up to the artist. A highly skilled tenderer may choose to use a projector to save time. Those who can't draw a lick won't really be helped much, since a well-traced sketch can turn into a nightmare painting in the wrong hands!

There are opaque projectors and all sorts of machines out there to help you project a photograph onto paper. I don't care for any of them. My choice for projecting is a 35mm slide and a slide projector. The image is brighter and much sharper than with even the best opaque projectors. Just put some sticky stuff on the back of your drawing paper, attach it to a wall, turn on the slide projector and trace away!

Learning to See Good Compositions

[image: COLOREDPENCILPORTRAITSSTEPBYSTEP_c002_f006]

Right
Little Michael is very close to the center of this piece, but there's actually a little more space to his left—the same way he's facing. You generally want to have more space in the direction the subject is facing, rather than the other way around. There's a nice path here that leads from the green door into the picture, to the balloons, to Michael's arm, to his figure and face. The frame of the picture on the back wall also seems to point to Michael's face, and the neutral, flat background helps to pop out his bright white shirt and glowing face. Finally, Michael isn't crowded; there's plenty of room on both sides and above and below him.
MICHAEL
16″ × 20″ (40cm × 50cm)
Collection of Greg and Amy Lowes
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Wrong
In this crop, the narrow sections of door on either side of the painting are distracting. Very narrow spaces near the edges of your painting draw your eye out instead of in to the drawing; you want to avoid them whenever possible.
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Right
The door, window shutter, flowerpot and bush seem to form a frame around this young man, leading your eye to his face. The dark shutter is a good backdrop for the lighter, warm skin tones of his face. The large, flat, dark shape of the door balances the “activity” of his shirt and the box elder bush, as does the baseball glove.
LONG AFTERNOON
15″ × 19″
(37.5cm × 47.5cm)
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Wrong
The figure is far too crowded in this crop. Be sure to leave enough space on all four sides of your portrait subject. The objects that seemed to frame him in the previous shot are now too small and distracting.
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Right
I broke a composition “rule” with this one: no square pictures. Nonetheless, this has always been one of my favorites! So what makes this work in spite of the broken rule? For one thing, all of the lines of the hills and tree branches run diagonally in this piece. The boy and his monkey are the only things that are completely vertical, which helps to bring your attention to him. Also, there's a triangle in the center formed by the nearer hill and the two main tree limbs. The boy “lives” within that triangle, just a little left of center, which breaks up the “squareness” of the piece. And last, the loose and busy quality to the background and foreground really allow his clear, smooth little profile to be the calm at the center of the “storm.”
BEHIND THE HOUSE
15″ × 15″(37.5cm × 37.5cm)
Collection of the artist
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Wrong
Another bad crop. It s more intimate, but without the strong line of the far hill for balance, the tree limbs become a distraction; they're too strong and too central to the composition now, and instead of framing, they seem in the way.
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Right
Stephanie was a friend of my daughter, and I wanted to capture that “not yet woman, not still child” quality I saw in her fourteen-year-old face, while also playing a little with color and form. I chose to drop oranges on the floor before taking the photos because I thought they would make an interesting contrast to the complementary blue of the wall. I didn't “place” the oranges, I just let them fall where they would. I only had to add one orange to make the composition feel right—the one closest to the bottom of the painting. The roundness of the oranges also breaks up the very angular lines of the floor and Stephanie's arms and legs.
NOT EVERYTHING IS BLACK AND WHITE
18″ × 26″ (45cm × 65cm)
Collection of the artist
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Wrong
This would be a very bad crop for this piece. The three oranges on the left line up too neatly and follow the line of the chair too closely, which is awkward when you don't have other oranges to break up that line. Stephanie is also too far to the right here—I keep wanting to push her chair to the left!
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Better
This is a better crop, but the drama is reduced when you take away the “lead-in” of the floor. This works, but there's not nearly as much impact as in the first example.
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This is a more contemporary composition due to the cropped head and large, unbroken planes. The repeated wood grain shapes on the table and behind Chris's head help to unify the piece. The five flat planes of color help pull your eye to the only real detail in the whole painting—his face. Also, the large black background in the upper-right corner provides a nice balance for the small, relatively busy chairback in the opposite corner.
CHRIS
18″ × 27″ (45cm × 67.5cm)
Collection of Steve and Barb Spence
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• Helium has two subjects: little Michael (the balloons got away from him this time!) and the light hitting the floor. This is another more contemporary composition with its narrow, horizontal format full of lots of relatively flat space. The large, horizontal forms and nearly empty space insist you pay attention to Michael's small, round details.
HELIUM
23″ × 40″ (57.5cm × 100cm)
Collection of Timothy A. Liszt
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Composing portraits with more than one subject can be difficult, and with three or more, it's even harder. Here I've placed the children in a sort of arc, with the larger form of the two children on the right balanced by the separated forms of the two on the left. By placing one child on a different plane, I broke up the static “all-lined-up” effect that may have occurred had I placed them all on the same step.
THE LILLEY CHILDREN
20″ × 25″ (50cm × 62.5cm)
Collection of Charles and Denise Lilley
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