drawing realistic faces step by step

The Art of Drawing Realistic Faces Step by Step

drawing realistic faces step by step is a journey that combines observation,
fundamental artistic principles, and consistent practice. Many aspiring artists dream of
capturing the lifelike essence of human features, and this guide is designed to demystify
that process. We will break down the complex task into manageable stages, from
understanding facial proportions to rendering subtle textures and shading. This
comprehensive article will equip you with the knowledge and techniques necessary to
create compelling and realistic portraits, covering everything from basic skeletal structure
to the finer details of skin and hair. Prepare to embark on a rewarding artistic exploration.
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Understanding Basic Facial Proportions

The foundation of drawing realistic faces lies in understanding and accurately applying
basic facial proportions. These proportions are not rigid rules but rather guidelines that
ensure your drawing has a natural and believable structure. Ignoring these fundamental
ratios can lead to distorted or uncanny-looking portraits, even if individual features are
rendered with skill. Mastering these proportional relationships is the first crucial step



towards achieving realism.

Skeletal Structure and Landmarks

Before delving into facial features, it’s essential to have a rudimentary understanding of
the underlying skeletal structure of the head. The skull provides the basic shape, with key
landmarks such as the brow bone, cheekbones (zygomatic arches), jawline, and the
prominent points of the chin. These bony structures influence the surface planes of the
face and are crucial for understanding how light and shadow will fall. For example, the
curve of the cheekbone dictates where a highlight might appear, and the angle of the
jawline defines the overall silhouette of the head.

Key landmarks help in placing features accurately. The hairline, eyebrow line, the bottom
of the nose, and the bottom of the chin are typically spaced in relatively consistent
proportions. The width of the face is often considered to be about five eye-widths across
when the eyes are closed. Understanding these reference points allows for precise
placement of eyes, nose, mouth, and ears, preventing them from appearing too high, too
low, too wide, or too close together.

Placement and Proportions of Features

The common guideline for placing features on a typical frontal view of a head involves
dividing the face into horizontal sections. The line bisecting the face from hairline to chin
is also where the eyes are generally located. The distance between the eyes is roughly the
width of one eye. The bottom of the nose typically falls halfway between the eye line and
the chin. The mouth line is usually found about one-third of the way down from the bottom
of the nose to the chin. Ears are generally positioned between the eyebrow line and the
bottom of the nose, aligning with the bridge of the nose at the top and the bottom of the
nose at the bottom.

Drawing the Eyes

The eyes are often considered the windows to the soul, and their accurate depiction is
paramount in creating a realistic portrait. They convey emotion and personality, and even
small inaccuracies in their shape, placement, or rendering can significantly impact the
overall likeness. Learning to draw eyes involves understanding their spherical nature and
how they are set within the skull, as well as the nuances of eyelids, irises, and pupils.

The Shape and Placement of Eyes

Eyes are not flat shapes but rather spheres partially covered by eyelids. This spherical
nature means that the iris will often appear slightly obscured by the upper and lower



eyelids, especially when viewed from certain angles. The outer and inner corners of the
eyes are also important details to capture. The upper eyelid typically sits slightly above the
top of the iris, while the lower eyelid often just touches or slightly covers the bottom of the
iris. The distance between the eyes is a critical proportional element; as mentioned, it is
generally equal to the width of one eye.

When drawing, consider the eyelid folds. The upper lid has a more prominent fold that
creates depth. The lower lid is generally less defined. The tear duct at the inner corner is a
small but important detail that adds to the realism. The shape of the eye can vary greatly
between individuals, from almond-shaped to rounder, so observing your reference is key.

Rendering the Iris, Pupil, and Eyelashes

The iris is the colored part of the eye and contains intricate patterns. It’s important to
represent these textures subtly rather than drawing sharp lines for every detail. The pupil
is the dark center, which should be the darkest element in the eye, absorbing light. The
pupil is usually perfectly round but can appear slightly distorted by the eyelid’s edge.
Highlights on the iris and pupil are crucial for giving the eye a sense of life and wetness;
these are usually depicted as small, sharp white areas. Eyelashes emerge from the edge of
the eyelids, curving outwards. They are not individual straight lines but rather flowing
curves, and they are typically darker than the surrounding skin.

When shading the iris, remember it has depth. There’s often a darker ring around the
edge of the iris (the limbal ring) and radial lines extending towards the pupil. The sclera
(the white of the eye) is rarely pure white; it often has subtle gray tones and can be
slightly darker towards the corners, influenced by the surrounding skin and shadows.
Rendering these elements with careful observation will bring your eyes to life.

Drawing the Nose

The nose is another feature that can be challenging due to its three-dimensional form and
how light interacts with its planes. A well-drawn nose adds significant depth and character
to a face. It’s important to think of the nose not just as a central feature but as a structure
that projects from the face, casting its own shadows.

The Bridge and Nostrils

The bridge of the nose starts at the brow line and tapers downwards. It is typically
illuminated on the top and sides when light comes from above. The bulbous tip of the nose
is formed by cartilage, and the nostrils are two openings at the bottom. The shape and size
of the nostrils vary greatly, and they are often depicted as dark, shadowed shapes. The
septum, the cartilage dividing the nostrils, also plays a role in the overall form. The sides
of the nose, or the alar wings, curve outwards and connect to the cheeks.



Shading the Nose for Dimension

Shading is key to making the nose look three-dimensional. The bridge will often have a
highlight running down its length if the light source is directly overhead. The sides of the
nose will typically be in shadow, especially where they curve inwards towards the face.
The underside of the nose and the area around the nostrils will also be significantly
shadowed. Understanding the subtle shifts in value (lightness and darkness) across the
different planes of the nose is crucial. Gradual blending of tones will create a smooth,
realistic form.

Drawing the Mouth

The mouth is highly expressive and can convey a wide range of emotions. Capturing the
subtle curves, the thickness of the lips, and their texture is vital for a realistic portrayal.
The mouth is not a static feature; its form changes with every expression.

Lip Shape and Volume

The upper lip typically has a distinctive M-shape in the center, known as the Cupid's bow.
The lower lip is generally fuller and protrudes slightly more than the upper lip. The
corners of the mouth are important points where the lips meet and can turn upwards or
downwards to form expressions. When drawing, it's helpful to think of the lips as having
volume, with the upper and lower lips curving outwards to meet at their edges. The line
where the lips meet should be a subtle shadow, not a hard line, unless it's a very defined
pout or tightly closed lips.

Adding Expression and Texture to Lips

To add realism, observe the subtle lines and textures present on the lips. These are often
more pronounced on the lower lip. Highlights can be strategically placed on the fullest
parts of the lips to indicate their smooth, moist surface. The way light hits the lips will also
determine the intensity of the shadows. A slight parting of the lips can reveal the teeth,
which require their own shading and form to appear realistic. Capturing the gentle swell
of the lips and the way they are defined by light and shadow will bring them to life.

Drawing the Ears

Ears are often overlooked, but their correct placement and rendering contribute
significantly to the overall believability of a portrait. They have a complex, sculptural form
that can be challenging to capture accurately.



Earlobe and Inner Structure

The ear is composed of cartilage and has several distinct parts: the outer rim (helix), the
inner rim (antihelix), the concha (the bowl-like depression), and the lobule (earlobe). The
earlobe is made of fatty tissue and is typically soft and often hangs slightly. The inner
structures create intricate shadows and highlights that define its three-dimensional shape.
The intricate folds and curves of the ear require careful observation and rendering of tonal
values.

Positioning the Ears Accurately

As mentioned in the proportions section, ears are generally positioned vertically between
the level of the eyebrows and the bottom of the nose. The top of the ear usually aligns with
the brow line or the point where the eyebrow arches, and the bottom of the ear aligns with
the base of the nose. The size of the ear is often comparable to the length of the nose.
Ensuring correct placement and scaling is crucial for a harmonious portrait.

Drawing the Hair

Hair can be one of the most intimidating elements to draw realistically, but by
understanding its structure and how it behaves, it can become a rewarding part of the
drawing process. It's important to think of hair not as individual strands, but as masses
and clumps with varying textures and directions.

Understanding Hair Texture and Flow

Hair has a definite flow and direction, dictated by the growth patterns on the scalp and
how it falls due to gravity. Observe how the hair clumps together. Is it thick and heavy, or
fine and wispy? Is it curly, wavy, or straight? Each texture will have different ways of
catching light and creating shadow. Instead of drawing every single strand, focus on the
larger shapes and masses of hair first, then add finer details and texture as needed.

Creating Volume and Highlights in Hair

Volume in hair is created by understanding the underlying form of the head and how the
hair flows around it. Use shading to define these masses and create a sense of three-
dimensionality. Highlights are crucial for making hair look shiny and healthy. They are
areas where light directly hits the hair strands, and they should be rendered as bright,
distinct areas. Pay attention to the direction of these highlights; they will follow the form
and flow of the hair. Avoid making highlights too uniform; vary their shape and intensity.



Shading and Rendering Realistic Skin Tones

Achieving realistic skin tones requires a nuanced approach to shading and color mixing (if
applicable). Understanding how light interacts with the skin's surface is key to depicting
its subtle variations in tone and texture.

Understanding Light and Shadow on Skin

Skin is not a flat, uniform surface. It has planes, curves, and subtle imperfections that
affect how light falls on it. Areas that are directly exposed to the light source will be
lighter, while areas that are turned away or are in proximity to other facial features will be
in shadow. The subtle transitions between light and shadow are what create the illusion of
form and roundness. Notice the soft edges of shadows on skin, which are very different
from hard-edged cast shadows.

Consider the undertones of the skin. Even Caucasian skin has undertones of pink, yellow,
or even a hint of blue. African skin tones have a rich range from deep browns with red or
golden undertones to lighter, more golden hues. Accurately observing and replicating
these subtle variations in value and hue is essential for realistic skin. The surface of the
skin also has a slight sheen, especially in areas like the forehead, nose, and chin, which
will catch highlights.

Blending and Layering Techniques for Skin

Smooth blending is essential for creating soft transitions on skin. Techniques like cross-
hatching, stippling, or using blending tools such as tortillons or chamois can help. Building
up skin tones gradually through multiple thin layers is often more effective than trying to
achieve the desired tone with heavy pressure in one go. This layering approach allows for
more control over values and subtle color shifts. If working in graphite, varying pencil
grades will help achieve a range of tones from light to dark, while softer grades are good
for building up darker shadows and richer tones.

Adding Details and Refining Your Drawing

Once the basic proportions and shading are in place, the final details can elevate a
drawing from good to exceptional. These details include subtle wrinkles, pores, blemishes,
and the fine texture of eyebrows and stray hairs.

Facial Expressions and Subtle Nuances

Realistic faces are not static. They convey emotions through subtle shifts in expression.



Observe how muscles in the face move to create smiles, frowns, or contemplative looks. A
slight tilt of the head, the furrowing of a brow, or the tightening of the lips can
dramatically change the perception of the subject. Pay close attention to the eyes and
mouth, as these are key indicators of emotion. Even minor adjustments to the curvature of
the lips or the position of the eyelids can convey a wealth of feeling. Understanding how
these expressions are formed by underlying musculature will aid in their accurate
depiction.

The texture of the skin is also important. While overly rendering pores can sometimes be
distracting, suggesting their presence subtly with fine dots or irregular textures in certain
areas can add realism. Eyebrows and facial hair also require careful rendering to capture
their direction, thickness, and individual strands or clumps. Don't forget subtle details like
moles, freckles, or scars, which add uniqueness to a face.

Practice and Continuous Improvement

The most important step in mastering realistic face drawing is consistent practice. The
more you draw, the better your observational skills will become, and the more intuitive the
application of proportions and shading will be. Don't be discouraged by initial results;
every drawing is a learning experience. Experiment with different mediums, study master
artists, and most importantly, draw from life whenever possible. The ability to capture a
likeness and imbue it with life comes with time, dedication, and a willingness to learn from
each stroke of your pencil or brush.

FAQ

Q: What is the most important factor when starting to
draw realistic faces?

A: The most important factor when starting to draw realistic faces is understanding and
accurately applying basic facial proportions. This ensures that the features are placed
correctly and the overall structure of the face is believable.

Q: How do I avoid making my drawings look flat?

A: To avoid flatness, focus on understanding light and shadow. Study how light falls on the
three-dimensional planes of the face and use a full range of tonal values, from deep
shadows to bright highlights, to create a sense of volume and depth.

Q: What is the best way to practice drawing realistic
eyes?

A: Practice drawing realistic eyes by observing them closely in reference photos or from
life. Pay attention to the spherical shape of the eyeball, the subtle curves of the eyelids,
the iris details, and the crucial role of highlights in making them appear alive. Start with



basic shapes and gradually add shading and details.

Q: How can I make my drawings of noses look less like
triangles?

A: To make noses look more realistic, think of them as a series of planes and forms rather
than a single shape. Observe the bridge, the tip, the nostrils, and the sides as distinct but
connected elements. Use shading to define these planes and show how they project from

the face, paying attention to the shadows cast by the nose itself.

Q: Is it necessary to draw every single strand of hair
when drawing realistic hair?

A: No, it is generally not necessary or even advisable to draw every single strand of hair
for realism. Instead, focus on drawing masses and clumps of hair, paying attention to their
flow, texture, and how light interacts with them. Suggest individual strands and highlights
to add detail and dimension.

Q: How can I improve my ability to capture likeness in
portraits?

A: To improve likeness, focus on accurate proportions and capturing the unique
characteristics of the individual's features. Compare distances between features, the
unique shape of the eyes, nose, and mouth, and subtle variations in bone structure.
Consistent practice and drawing from life are crucial for developing this skill.

Q: What is the role of observation in drawing realistic
faces?

A: Observation is paramount. Realistic face drawing relies heavily on the artist's ability to
accurately observe the subject's features, their proportions, the way light and shadow fall
upon them, and subtle nuances in expression and texture. The more you observe, the
better you can translate what you see onto paper.

Q: Should I use references when learning to draw
realistic faces?

A: Yes, using references is highly recommended, especially when you are learning.
Photographs and live models provide valuable visual information about anatomy,
proportions, lighting, and texture that are essential for developing your drawing skills.
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