
Portraiture 
Getting a likeness in drawing and painting

Measuring and tips from Jane  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This portrait by the artist David Hockney, of 
his mum, is one of a series. He was very fond 
of his mum and his paintings and photo 
montages show her character and his 

Did he get a likeness of her? Without seeing the 
photograph it is difficult to say but we feel as if 
there is a likeness, she has be painted in great 
detail.

So it is detail that makes a portrait likeness? To 
a degree, it has a lot to do with acute 
observation and placement of lines, shapes and 
colour. When you truly “see” and not just look 
you are starting to realise how complex 
portraits are. Sit and observe for a long time 
before starting to paint. When you start ask 
yourself questions all of the time! Where do I 
place this line? Where does the corner of the 
mouth go? Endless questions……

First up shape: 

Hockney’s mum’s head has a slightly squarish 
shape (looking at the face, without the neck 
area). The hair is also quite squarish on one 
side and offset with curves on the other. Notice 
how her eyes are also quite squarish.

Look for lines: straight and curved. These all 
add to the personality of the sitter. It is easier to 
do a portrait face on rather than with the head 
tilted, you can progress towards this.

1. Where to start? Artists have 
different starting points. I lightly 
pencil in the larger shapes such as

• head shape
• hair shape
• neck
• shoulders
• clothing

http://www.skyblueartclasses.co.uk
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2. Then:

• place lightly the eye sockets (no detail
• look for key points on the nose
• look for corners of mouth, lining up with the eyes

This website is very succinct in these points, 

http://theportraitplace.co.uk/arttechlikeness.php

Here are a few guides:

http://www.skyblueartclasses.co.uk
http://theportraitplace.co.uk/arttechlikeness.php
http://theportraitplace.co.uk/arttechlikeness.php
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Measurement guides but use your observation or your 
portraits will be comic like!
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Lastly: if you only use line you will end up with a type of illustration

Therefore you will need to use shading. 

Shading
• shading is used for skin this includes the mouth, eyes, neck and anywhere else
• if using pencil shade lightly and then get progressively darker
• if using colour add colours to white for light tints and then progressively add more
• think about the surface you are shading, the bumps the indulations, small curves, 

crevices. How can your shading describe this?

This subject was tackled in the drop-in class, for more class notes see the website

http://www.skyblueartclasses.co.uk
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