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Foreword


To draw and paint a portrait you need to have an understanding of materials, techniques and methods alongside a sound philosophical aim. This book gives you these fundamental skills. Daniel creates a coherent but personal approach to teaching you how to draw or paint a portrait. He is a dedicated painter and teacher who will open your eyes and expand your vision with his thoughtful anecdotes and quotes. The complex process of portraiture is simplified in this book allowing you to look, then draw or paint the physicality and character of the person who has come to sit for you.


Jason Bowyer PPNEAC RP PS
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Samuel by Jason Bowyer (charcoal); winner of the Prince of Wales Portrait Drawing Prize, Royal Society of Portrait Painters, 2015.




Introduction


Cold exactitude is not art; ingenious artifice, when it pleases or when it expresses, is art itself.


– Eugène Delacroix (1798–1863)


Anticipation of a new subject coming to sit for their portrait concentrates the mind to action: preparations have to be made, equipment should be ready, and a ground colour can even be prepared in advance. You may have studied the sitter’s photograph or have tried to remember what the person looks like. After all this, they may contact you saying that they are running late, and at this point you can find yourself unable to do anything else until they have arrived and you can begin.
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Hugh Valentine, 2010; an informal portrait to accompany a more formal commission.


There is no experience in painting equivalent to the directness of painting the head from life. For one thing it is good to have company in the studio. If it is a friend their face is something you cannot quickly tire of looking at, and conversations had whilst painting can enrich the day. It is certainly different from copying from another source. I first became involved with portraiture after tackling still life and imaginary landscapes collaged from National Geographic magazines at school. I used photographs of people that I knew well and would attempt to paint their likeness whilst I was alone. I set out with the aim to make the picture as life-like as possible, but now looking back at these pictures they appear to have a particular style.


Working from life


I have come to put more trust in the pictures made in response to working from life, with the person actually being there. Sometimes a picture will work - and quickly too - while at other times it goes on and on without seeming to achieve anything worthwhile. This is probably the greatest vulnerability of portrait painting, that there is never a guarantee of obtaining the desired result. Over years of accumulated experience, you can learn practices and methods which will give the best chance of success, but even then, there is always a chance that the picture will collapse from within and appear lifeless. This can be an unhappy moment and you can lose all patience or belief in the construction of an image. At such a point it is good to remember how exciting beginning a picture can be.


Once begun, a picture can seem to have a life all of its own, with each mark placed one after the other in a logical or emotional response without a single error until the painting is finished. Needless to say this is the rarer kind of progress, and the majority of paintings will register somewhere between success and failure. The more experience of painting you gain the better you will be equipped to understand what is working and what is not, although there is no immediate formula to success. Painting is unpredictable and can sometimes be resistant to your intentions, but never forget the importance of feeling and intuition in your work.


About this book


The book as a whole is a collection of lessons I have been taught and have come to consider as good practice for anyone painting the head from life. Since the head is connected to the figure, much of this approach to painting could be applied to life or figure painting too.


The first part (Chapters 1–4) gathers together the essentials, offering a reference section that is broad in its scope and can be used in a variety of ways, depending on your level of experience. You may for example wish to skip the first chapter and read it after the rest of the book. The second part (Chapters 5–9) describes the practical aspects of making an observed painting from life over several sessions. In the third part (Chapters 10, 11) there are notes on painting self-portraits, showing how to use yourself as a model – something that can be done at any time – followed by a concluding chapter discussing problems, issues and advice on portrait painting.


How you see things


A good starting point to consider is this: how can we look at something specific but still keep a grasp on the whole painting?


In very general terms, the way I can teach you to paint the head is to reverse the order in which you decide to paint it. Rather than starting with the eyes, look at the outline of the head and the big shapes within it. Working inwards from this outer structure can lead to the drawing of the features being better related, since they will fit into the shape of the head, rather than the head being drawn in around it.


As you may expect, this instruction is only a guide or an alternative approach. It is a method, like all other methods, which you should try if you have not already. You may of course find it suits your drawing better to build up and outwards from the centre.


The main practice is to be able to control your looking. This, over time, will form the basis of training your eye. To paint from life successfully, it can be a case of looking in the right way at the right time. My reason for tending towards a ‘whole picture’ approach is that often the eyes are the dominant feature in a picture. There is nothing wrong with this, since it is surely the eyes that are most revealing. Always we must paint what we see, but also we must bear in mind that how we see is influenced by what we are thinking about. Throughout the years I have spent painting, the way I see paintings has developed. I think vision in painting is highly personal and that it changes over time.


One aspect of continually looking at paintings that affected me was the consideration of the various surface areas of a picture. How much space does the head occupy in relation to the rest of the picture? Alternatively, you might question the amount of canvas that supports the painting of the eyes as a fraction of the whole surface area of the painting. Does the head benefit from having space around it? There are no definite answers to this question, but it is important that you consider it within your vision. Many paintings reveal upon closer inspection a vast discrepancy between the detailed work the painter put into painting the eyes of a portrait and the thinly painted background that surrounds it. As a whole, this may not be very satisfying to look at for any length of time.


Think of Gainsborough’s half-length and even full-length portraits. The eyes are brilliantly painted, but what you will see first is the head as a whole. One of the most difficult things to draw is the relationship between the eyes and the head, and seeing somebody’s feet at the same time as seeing their head is practically impossible. All the detail in the head is lost temporarily in your vision as you look at the whole from a distance. It is very difficult to train your eye to see everything. In a small portrait the eyes might occupy one twentieth of the whole picture surface. In a bigger picture the eyes will be a much smaller fragment of the whole. This awareness of the relative area size should put order into the construction of a picture, making the larger areas initially a greater concern for the painter.


The sitter’s experience


As a model, sitting for a portrait is initially a pleasant way to spend your time, but it can develop into an incredibly tiring and concentrated activity. Eye contact with the painter can be tricky to maintain. Conversation can help but may also be distracting.


As a good way to improve your understanding of the process and to develop empathy for the person modelling I recommend sitting for a friend who paints. It is worth remembering that in an art class setting there are guidelines for modelling times: a fifteen-minute break after every forty-five minutes of painting is standard, and if the class runs for several hours, then stretch breaks are usually taken every twenty-five minutes or half-an-hour.
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Natasha (profile study), 2011; a beginning of a painting, laying down areas of colour.
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Jill, 2012; first stage.
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Jill, 2012; second stage.
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Jill, 2012; third stage.
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Jill, 2012; fourth stage.
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Jill, 2013.




The painter’s vision


During a painting it can be difficult to keep following your vision. Without realizing it there may be a shift of scale in the drawing, which changes the picture. We tend to draw what we are interested in as larger than that which we are not so interested in, but with training this can be countered and the distortions can be minimized so as to increase the objectivity of the drawing.


Paul Cézanne (1839–1906) said that he wanted to create as much inter-relation as possible in his drawings. This is not the same as accumulating detail. Cézanne’s ‘inter-relation’ seems to me to mean ‘seeing’ something at the same time as something else and connecting those two elements in the picture. This is different to looking at things in a sequence. It will take a long time in terms of effort and practice to be able to do this, but doing it will also help to explain the construction of space in a Cézanne drawing which may only consist of a few lines.


There are many things to watch out for, but as a first step, the most important is that you must follow what you see. In other words be careful that you do not look more at your painting than your model, and whenever you see something different, make the change to the picture no matter how dramatically different it is. Chasing the model like this with the drawing is the most reliable way to keep the picture up-to-date with how you are seeing.


Preparation and change


One example of being prepared to change everything at the last minute is captured in this series of photos that document a painting I was doing of Jill. In the first four photos of this picture each session builds on the previous without a major alteration. In the last session a movement of the head suggested an alternative composition that I thought would be an improvement to the image. The light source also changed as the position of the model was altered.


All of the preliminary build-up over hours of observation was a help in order to know better what I wanted to paint, and in generating the conditions where a risk could be taken. This process is not to be recommended when first starting out as it can lead to frustration and fragmented images. It is generally better to build up a calm consolidation of drawing over time. However, taking a chance with a picture can lead to a more refreshing visual arrangement.


Deliberation and patience are traditional components to the making of a portrait, and working from life is the best way to gain a sustained look at a real head, especially as seeing takes a long time. Getting to know your subject should lead to changes and surprises. Sometimes it is necessary to be flexible to meet these shifts in perception.




PART I: THE ESSENTIALS




CHAPTER 1


Equipment


When I was at Chelsea College of Art and Design, Mali Morris confessed how interesting she found each painter’s palette to be. The individuality of the palette potentially reflects something about the artist who uses it. She claimed that this subject was worthy of attention in itself. Exhibitions of paintings frequently have the painter’s tools placed in a cabinet as artefacts worthy of curiosity. When an artist is well known, the plainest objects associated with their working practice become of interest. These ‘tools of the trade’ give an insight into how an artist works and how they achieve particular effects through their favoured materials.



[image: image]


Self-portrait with Palette, 2010; the use of a large mirror makes a larger self-portrait more practical.




The equipment you are using may be the last thing on your mind, since you are so absorbed by the subject (what it is you want to draw or paint), but the equipment that you use is and will become very important to your painting and drawing. While all you may be concerned with at this point is how you want to draw or paint, an awareness of what limitations your equipment might have will give you a better understanding of how to improve what it is you are doing.


What your artwork is, whether it is a canvas or a drawing, will be the first thing immediately noticeable to the viewer. The materials I enjoy working with best are canvases that I have stretched, sized and primed myself. This can be impractical and time-consuming but it does give the best understanding of the craft and the tradition of using these materials, which goes back for several hundred years. Since paintings prepared in this way have survived that amount of time, it gives a picture a good chance of preserving its qualities. Also the process of sizing and priming a canvas can be applied to board and paper, so that once you have prepared your own canvas you will have the understanding and experience required for the preparation of many surfaces as the basic principles remain the same.


I have divided the equipment notes into two sections: something to paint on and something to paint with.


Something to paint on


Every painting is painted onto a surface of some kind and the term for this is the ‘support’. In order to prepare your own painting support you will need some canvas or linen, some stretcher bars, an amount of size (for instance rabbit skin glue) and some oil primer. Alternatively you may prepare a board or wooden panel. Even paper of a substantial weight can be stretched and prepared for painting; the paper should be heavy or thick so as to avoid wrinkling and is stretched onto a drawing board with a sticky gum tape.


There are a variety of primers that can be made fairly easily and which will be much more economical to make and use than the shop-bought primers. These can be researched but it is best to see first-hand by demonstration any method or technique before attempting it yourself.


Standard stretcher sizes


Standard stretcher sizes are given in inches, one advantage being that there is more chance of them fitting an older frame. (One inch is 2.54 centimetres, and this can be helpful to calculate the dimensions of a picture; the measurements in centimetres are rounded up to the nearest 0.5cm.)














	Inches


	Centimetres







	10 × 12


	25cm × 30.5cm







	12 × 16


	30.5cm × 40.5cm







	16 × 20


	40.5cm × 51cm







	20 × 24


	51cm × 61cm







	25 × 30


	63.5cm × 76cm







	28 × 36


	71cm × 92cm







	30 × 40


	76cm × 101.5cm







	40 × 50


	101.5cm × 127cm







	40 × 60


	101.5cm × 158.5cm








Initial purchases


These raw materials that I am suggesting will add up to over £100 but they will be an investment and you will get more use from them over time. If at this point it is beyond your budget then just use a shop-bought pre-primed canvas that you can paint directly onto.


The first thing you will need is your support. Buy some medium fine linen (approx. £30 for a metre – usually sold in 2 metre widths). This will be soft to the touch and flexible (not stiff like the pre-primed linen). Linen and canvas come in different weights and grain sizes (from fine to coarse).


Buy stretcher bars for the dimensions you require, let us say a 61cm × 51cm standard size (24 × 20in). Stretcher bars vary in design and depth; a standard 19mm depth (¾in) will cost £20–30 for all four lengths (usually sold in pairs).


Buy a pack of rabbit skin glue granules (approximately £10 for a 500g bag) and a small tin of oil primer (£40–80). The traditional primer is one which contains lead white. In my experience this is the best primer. It may prove difficult to get hold of due to recently introduced health and safety legislation. The oil primer that does not contain lead white will be more economical and will generally serve the same purpose. If you cannot get an oil primer then an acrylic primer can be used. Gesso is another alternative preparation.


Preparing a size


Prior to stretching your canvas, you will need to soak your rabbit skin glue granules. This is called a size and it acts as a barrier between your support (your canvas or board) and the paint, by penetrating the absorbent support. To prepare your size, use twenty-four parts of cold water per one part rabbit skin glue. This preparation can be a lengthy process, due to the drying times, and so it may be best to prepare a few canvases at a time. A third of a small cup of rabbit skin glue granules will be enough for two or three layers over several canvases.


Put this mixture of cold water and rabbit skin glue into an old saucepan. Stir well with a palette knife. There will seem to be a lot of water in relation to the granules at this point. Do not heat the mixture yet since the granules have not had time to absorb the water. Leave to stand for at least twelve hours. Stirring occasionally will help to circulate the grains and aid the absorption process. You will see the granules swell, so that by the end of the twelve hours there will be a lot less water noticeable above the layer of the thicker granules.
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Rabbit skin glue granules in a saucepan with cold water, before absorption.
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The amount of absorption after twelve hours.




Assembling the stretcher


Most stretcher bars will have smoothed rounded edges for the front, or a bevelled front edge. This is so that contact with the picture surface is minimized. Piece the bars together, putting the cross bars in first if there are any. Rock the stretcher on its end to ease the corner joints together. Use a wooden mallet to knock them firmly together and a set square to make sure that they are at right angles (90 degrees). It is frustrating and a waste of time if you realize, once the stretcher is assembled and the canvas stretched and primed, that your picture is not a true rectangle. Measure the two diagonal distances from corner to corner; if this distance is the same then the canvas is square. The wedges that are usually supplied by the stretcher maker are inserted into the inner corners, so that the right angle of their triangular shape is pointing towards the centre of the canvas. The wedges are useful for keeping the stretched canvas fully taut.


Stretching a canvas


Keep the direction of the weave of the canvas parallel to the stretcher. Lay the stretcher face down onto the canvas. Cut enough extra canvas surrounding the stretcher so as to cover the sides or depth of the stretcher bars. Two or three inches (5–6cm) on each side are usually enough.


Starting with the longest dimension first, put in a tack or a staple (staple guns are easiest to use) at the mid-way point. Opposite this first point is the position for your next staple. Pull up the slack canvas across the stretcher from your first staple to make it fairly taut, remembering to keep the direction of the weave fairly straight. (You can use canvas pliers, which are a useful tool, but I think they are best used with pre-primed canvas.) Pull quite tightly but not so tight as to cause a tear, and then secure with your second staple.


Now you have the desired tension in one direction it is time to evenly stretch, in a cross shape, perpendicular to the first direction. Pull both loose ends of the canvas at the same time in order not to pull it too far one way. Then fix the third side with your third staple. Without twisting the weave now pull again on the opposite side, making the centre of the canvas taut. The fourth staple on the fourth side completes the cross shape. This pattern of fixtures to stretch the canvas is routinely used and it can be thought of as ‘north, south, east, west’, to help remember the pattern (‘top, bottom, right and left’ will serve the same purpose).
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Assembling the stretcher, with tape measure across the diagonal and set square.
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Aligning the weave of the linen with the stretcher.
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First staple.





[image: image]


Stretching the canvas – ready for the corners.
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Rear of canvas – all fixed.
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Front view of stretched canvas.
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Heating the rabbit skin glue; the last granules to dissolve.
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Glue size heated through and ready to apply.
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Corner detail.




Continue now by repeating the same order, working with opposite lengths, and put your fifth staple a bit to the right of the first one. Three or four centimetres gap can be left at a time without losing too much tension. Now put in your staples to the right with each of the other positions, in the same order: ‘north, south, east then west’. Always pull the slack out from the centre of the canvas. Once you have gone around putting one to the right, it is time to do the same but to the left, keeping to the same sequence and starting from the first staple. Repeat this process alternately to the right and then to the left until you are getting close to the corners.


At the corners, pull from both sides, then fold one side over and secure with a staple. The extra canvas at the corner point can be folded once along the stretcher join (at 45 degrees) and then folded down (at 90 degrees), pulling out all the slack and securing with more staples. It does not matter too much which way you secure your corners as long as they are consistent, taut and tidy.


Applying the size


Once the rabbit skin glue has absorbed the water you can gently heat it on the hob, stirring until it becomes a continuous colour and you can no longer see any individual granules. Use a low heat and be very careful not to boil it, as this will damage the size. Apply to the stretched canvas with a varnishing or decorator’s brush. The canvas will darken slightly with the warm size application. It does not matter if the liquid size is not exactly hot to touch when it is applied, as long as it is still in a liquid form and not beginning to congeal.


As the size dries the canvas will contract, making the stretcher satisfyingly drum-like. Make sure your stretchers are sturdy enough; the larger the stretcher length the deeper the stretcher size should be, to avoid warping under tension. Avoid wrinkles in the canvas by ensuring that it has been stretched evenly. Both of these problems with a canvas may require you to remove staples and secure the stretcher with either corner supports or cross bars. It does require practice to find the way that stretching a canvas works best for you. Your sized canvas will dry with a finish that is brittle and harder to the touch than before. The size creates a barrier and makes for a less absorbent canvas support.


Two coats are plenty, and some people advise using only one coat. Other artists advise that the size should be applied with the brush in one consistent direction for one layer, and then applied in a different direction for the second layer. This method is meant to improve the coverage of the size. Allow a day or so between the layers. In the saucepan, when left for an hour or so the glue size will have cooled into a jelly. It is best to re-use it before it goes mouldy. Every time it is re-heated it becomes a bit weaker.


The primer


The sizing process can be done during the week, so that by the end of the week you will be ready to put a coat of oil primer on. The primer will need several days to dry between coats, making the whole process take about two weeks. Starting from the beginning then, the earliest you should expect to paint on your canvas is in approximately two and a half weeks.


It will take much longer for oil primer that contains lead white, which should, after two coats, be left to dry for six months. Alternatively, using only one coat of size and one coat of acrylic primer may mean that the canvas will be ready to paint onto in just a matter of days, although this may not be your preferred surface to work onto.


Prolonged drying time is one reason for you to have shop-bought canvases available, as they are immediately ready to be used. Bear in mind that the shop-bought canvases are not as well primed as your self-prepared canvas will be. This will mean that they are much more absorbent. You can create a better surface to paint on if you apply a single coat of primer to a pre-primed canvas. As with everything a good amount of experimentation will give you the best idea of what you want from your materials.
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Applying the size to the canvas.
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Close-up view of the size application.
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Tin of oil primer and equipment for priming.






SAFETY WITH PRIMERS


Ventilation is essential when you are using an oil primer, especially one which contains lead white since the fumes are toxic and can easily give you a headache, and repeated exposure can lead to severe health problems. These safety precautions should always be followed:




	Ensure that the windows are open, and whilst the primer is drying use that room as little as possible.


	Wear a face mask which will minimize the amount which you breathe in, and try to keep your distance from the fumes (for instance by not leaning over the tin while you stir it).


	Wear plastic gloves and safety goggles to protect your skin and eyes from direct contact and in case the solvent should splash in your face.


	As soon as you open the tin of primer be conscious of the length of time that you leave the lid off. Minimize the contact with the air by scooping out small amounts at a time onto a glass palette. Glass palettes are preferable for mixing and thinning the primer and can be cleaned more easily than wooden or plastic palettes. Oil primers can dry out the surface of your wooden painting palette.


	Keep your head away from the tin when stirring. The tin of primer will probably need a good stir before use, as over time the paint sits on the bottom and the oil rises to the surface.


	Always clean up immediately afterwards, never leaving solvents out or tins of primer left with the lid off.
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Scooping the primer out of the tin, after stirring.
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Thinning the primer with a palette knife.
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Collecting the primer on the brush.
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Priming the canvas.
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Cleaning the palette – note safety wear.
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Safety goggles, plastic gloves and mask.
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