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INTRODUCTION: WHY DRAWING A
PORTRAIT IS A SKILL ANYONE
CAN LEARN

The human face is one of the most
compelling subjects an artist can
capture. It holds emotion, identity, and
story. Yet, for many beginners, the idea
of learning how to draw portraits
step by step can feel intimidating. The
eyes, the nose, the subtle curve of a
jawline — these elements seem to

require a special gift that only a few
possess. The truth is far more
encouraging. Drawing a realistic portrait
is a teachable skill built on observation,
patience, and a clear method.

This guide is designed to break down the
process into manageable stages.
Whether you are picking up a pencil for
the first time or looking to refine your
technique, following a structured step-
by-step approach will transform your
ability. We will cover everything from
choosing the right materials to the final
details that bring a portrait to life. By the
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end of this article, you will not only
understand the theory behind portrait
drawing but also have a practical
roadmap to create your own compelling
work.

The key to mastering how to draw
portraits step by step lies in shifting
your mindset. Instead of drawing what
you think you see — a nose, an eye, a
mouth — you will learn to draw what is
actually there: shapes, shadows, edges,
and relationships. Let us begin this
rewarding journey together.

GATHERING THE RIGHT
MATERIALS FOR PORTRAIT
DRAWING

Before you put pencil to paper, having
the appropriate tools makes a significant

difference. You do not need an
expensive, extensive kit, but choosing
quality basics will support your learning
process.

Essential Tools
for Beginners

e Graphite Pencils: A range from
hard (H) to soft (B) is ideal. HB, 2B,
4B, and 6B cover most needs.
Hard pencils are excellent for light
construction lines, while soft
pencils create rich, dark values.

e Drawing Paper: Choose a
smooth, medium-weight paper
designed for sketching. Bristol
board or a good-quality sketchpad
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with a slight tooth holds graphite
well and erases cleanly.

e Erasers: A kneaded eraser is
invaluable for lifting graphite
gently and creating highlights. A
vinyl or plastic eraser is good for
correcting mistakes.

* Blending Tools: Blending stumps
(tortillons) or a soft cloth help
smooth transitions between
values. Your finger can work in a
pinch, but it introduces oils to the
paper.

e Sharpener: A sharp blade or a
good quality manual sharpener
keeps your pencils precise.

Once your tools are ready, you will feel
more confident tackling the first stages
of how to draw portraits step by

step.

STEP 1: FINDING AND USING A
GOOD REFERENCE PHOTO

A common mistake beginners make is
drawing from imagination or a low-
quality image. A clear, well-lit reference
photo is your roadmap. Look for a photo
with distinct light and shadow, known as
high contrast. The light source should be
consistent, revealing the planes of the
face clearly. Avoid images that are
heavily filtered, blurry, or have flat
lighting.

Tips for Selecting



a Reference

e Choose a front or three-quarter
view for your first portraits.
Profiles, while elegant, involve
different proportional challenges.

e Print the photo in black and white
to see values more clearly.

e Study the image carefully before
you begin. Notice where the light
hits and where the deepest
shadows live. This observation is
the foundation of how to draw
portraits step by step
effectively.

PROPORTIONS

STEP 2: ESTABLISHING THE
BASIC HEAD SHAPE AND

Every portrait starts with a simple shape.
Do not dive into details like eyelashes or
nostrils at this stage. Instead, train your
eye to see the large masses first. The
head is not a perfect oval. Its shape
varies with the angle and the subject.

Mapping the
Head

1. Begin by sketching a light, loose
oval or egg shape. This represents
the overall mass of the skull.

2. Draw a vertical line down the
center of the oval. This helps keep
the face symmetrical.

3. Draw a horizontal line halfway
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FACIALVWFEATURES his marks the eye
line. In an average adult face, the
eyes sit halfway between the top
of the head and the chin.

4. Draw another horizontal line
halfway between the eye line and
the chin. This is the bottom of the
nose.

5. Draw a third horizontal line
halfway between the nose line and
the chin. This is the mouth line.

These basic guidelines are the skeleton
of your portrait. They help you place
features accurately and are the
cornerstone of any reliable method for
how to draw portraits step by step.

STEP 3: BLOCKING IN THE MAJOR

With the guide lines in place, you can
start positioning the features. At this
stage, use light, straight lines or simple
geometric shapes. Think of it as building
with blocks rather than carving details.

Eyes

The eyes are located on the horizontal
eye line. The space between the eyes is
roughly the width of one eye. Draw them
as simple almond shapes. Note the inner
corner dips lower than the outer corner.
Keep your lines light.



Nose

The nose extends from the eye line
down to the nose line. Indicate its width
by drawing two small lines at the base.
The wings of the nose align with the
inner corners of the eyes in most frontal
views. Do not draw the full outline yet;
simply mark the bottom and the bridge.

Mouth

The lips sit on the mouth line. The
corners of the mouth generally align with
the center of the pupils. Draw a simple
horizontal line for the mouth opening
and lightly mark the upper and lower lip
shapes. Focus on the overall shape, not
the outline.

Ears

The ears span from the eye line to the
nose line. Draw them as simple curved
shapes on the sides of the head.

Review your layout at this point. Adjust
anything that looks off. Proportions are
far easier to fix now than after you have
started shading. This is a critical juncture
in how to draw portraits step by
step that many beginners rush through.

STEP 4: REFINING THE
CONTOURS AND SHAPES

Now that the features are placed, soften
your construction lines. Begin to draw
the actual contours of the face. Follow
the curves of the cheeks, the shape of
the jawline, and the outline of the chin.
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Look at the negative spaces — the
shapes between features or between the
face and the background. These can be
easier to draw accurately than the
features themselves.

Refine the eyes by adding the iris and
the tear duct. Refine the lips by
smoothing the cupids bow and the lower
curve. Do not add shading yet. Your goal
is a clean, accurate line drawing that
captures the likeness of your subject.
This step reinforces the structure you
laid earlier and brings you closer to a
realistic result in your how to draw
portraits step by step journey.

STEP 5: ADDING THE LIGHTS AND
SHADOWS (VALUES)

This is where the portrait starts to feel
three-dimensional. Instead of drawing

lines, you will now draw shapes of light
and shadow. This concept, called value,
is the heart of realistic drawing.

|dentifying Core
Shadow Shapes

Squint at your reference photo. This
blurs the details and helps you see large
areas of light and dark. ldentify the
darkest areas: the deep shadow under
the chin, the eye sockets, the sides of
the nose, and the shadow under the
lower lip. Lightly outline these shadow
shapes.



Using the Side of
Your Pencil

Use a soft pencil (2B or 4B) held at an
angle. Shade using the side of the lead,
not the point. This creates broad, even
strokes that are easy to blend. Fill in
your identified shadow shapes, keeping
the light areas untouched. Do not try to
match the darkness immediately. Build
up the value gradually in layers. This
layering approach is a key principle in
how to draw portraits step by step
because it gives you control and
prevents muddy drawings.

STEP 6: BLENDING AND

SMOOTHING SKIN TONES

Once your initial value shapes are down,
use a blending stump or a soft tissue to
smooth the graphite. Work from the dark
areas outward into the lighter areas. This
creates soft transitions and gives the
skin a natural texture. Blend carefully
around the features to avoid making
them look fuzzy.

After blending, you may notice the
values have become too light or even.
Use a sharp pencil to darken the
shadows again. Alternate between
shading, blending, and erasing to build
up the full range of values. The contrast
between light and dark is what creates
volume.

Remember that skin is not flat. The
forehead is often lighter, the cheeks
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have round highlights, and the jawline
catches light differently depending on
the angle. Observing these subtleties
lifts your work from a simple sketch to a
convincing portrait.

STEP 7: DEVELOPING THE EYES
WITH DEPTH AND LIFE

The eyes are often called the window to
the soul, and they require careful
attention. Avoid outlining the eye with a
dark, hard line. That flattens the eye.
Instead, build the shape with values.

Drawing the Iris

and Pupll

Darken the pupil to its maximum value.
Add a catchlight (a small white
reflection) early and protect it. The iris is
not a flat disc of color. Draw radiating
lines from the pupil, and vary the
darkness around the edge. The white of
the eye (sclera) is rarely pure white. It is
shadowed by the upper eyelid, so shade
it gently.

Eyelids and
Lashes

The upper eyelid casts a shadow onto
the eyeball. This shadow is crucial for
depth. Draw the eyelashes as small



groups, not single hairs. They curve and
overlap. The lower lashes are lighter and
thinner. Taking this step deliberately is
essential when mastering how to draw
portraits step by step.
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line. It is a value change that is darker in
the corners and lighter in the middle.
Blend the edges softly so the lips belong
to the face, rather than sitting on top of
it.

STEP 8: MODELING THE NOSE
AND MOUTH REALISTICALLY

STEP 9: RENDERING HAIR AND
BACKGROUND

The nose is defined by its planes and
shadows, not by a hard outline. Look for
the shadow that drops from the bridge to
the tip. Draw the nostrils as dark shapes,
but do not outline the entire nose. The
bridge of the nose has a highlight that
helps it project forward.

For the mouth, the upper lip is typically
darker because it tilts away from the
light. The lower lip catches more light
and has a soft shadow beneath it. The
line where the lips meet is not a sharp

Hair should be treated as a mass, not as
thousands of individual strands. Identify
the overall shape and value of the hair.
Shade it as you would any other form,
then use a sharp, hard pencil to draw a
few directional strands on top. The hair
should feel soft and layered, not
scratchy.

A simple background can enhance your
portrait. A gentle shade on one side can
push the highlights of the face forward.
Keep the background simple so it does
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not compete with the subject. This
finishing step ties the entire composition
together and completes your workflow
for how to draw portraits step by
step.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
WHEN DRAWING PORTRAITS

Even with a clear process, certain pitfalls
can hinder your progress. Being aware of
them will save you frustration.

e Starting with details: Jumping
into an eye or a mouth before the
overall structure will lead to
distorted proportions. Always
begin with the big shapes.
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e Using hard outlines: Faces have

soft edges. Hard outlines make a
portrait look like a coloring book.
Build edges with values, not lines.
Neglecting values: A portrait
that lacks a full range of values will
look flat. Push your darks and
protect your lights.

Symmetry obsession: Faces are
not perfectly symmetrical.
Capturing the natural asymmetry
of your reference adds realism and
character.

Rushing the process: Portrait
drawing is meditative. Each step
builds on the last. Take



