
How to Paint Living Portraits: North Light
Classics
In this comprehensive guide, we will explore the captivating art of painting
living portraits, a technique that brings subjects to life on canvas. We will
delve into the teachings of the renowned North Light Classics series, which
has empowered countless artists with the skills to create realistic and
expressive portraits.

1. Understanding the Essence of Living Portraits

Living portraits are not mere representations of physical features; they
capture the essence of the subject, conveying their personality, emotions,
and soul. To achieve this, artists must go beyond technical skills and
develop a deep connection with their subject.
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Before starting to paint, spend time observing your subject, studying their
unique characteristics and mannerisms. Engage in conversations to
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understand their personality and emotions. This intimate understanding will
form the foundation of your portrait.

2. Mastering the Fundamentals of Portraiture

North Light Classics emphasizes the importance of solid fundamentals in
portrait painting. Begin by practicing basic skills such as drawing and color
theory. Understand the anatomy of the face and how it relates to
expression.

Develop your ability to mix and apply colors accurately, creating realistic
skin tones and capturing the subtle nuances of the subject's features.

3. Capturing Likeness and Expression

The key to a successful living portrait lies in capturing both the likeness and
expression of the subject. Study your reference photos or live sittings
carefully, paying attention to the shape, proportions, and details of the face.

Use a light touch and subtle brushstrokes to build up layers of paint,
gradually refining the features and creating a sense of depth and
dimension.

4. Enhancing Realism with Lighting and Shadows

Lighting plays a crucial role in enhancing the realism of a portrait. Observe
how light interacts with the subject's face, creating highlights, shadows, and
planes. Use this knowledge to paint realistic shadows and highlights, giving
your portrait a three-dimensional quality.

Pay attention to the angle of the light source and the direction of the
shadows it casts. These elements can dramatically impact the mood and



atmosphere of the portrait.

5. Bringing Life to the Eyes

The eyes are often considered the windows to the soul, and in portraiture,
they are essential for conveying the subject's inner world. Paint the eyes
with great care, capturing their color, shape, and the subtle nuances of
expression.

Use a variety of brushstrokes and techniques to create a sense of depth
and realism in the eyes. Pay attention to the highlights and reflections that
bring life to the subject's gaze.

6. Exploring Different Painting Styles and Techniques

North Light Classics highlights the importance of experimenting with
different painting styles and techniques to find your unique voice as an
artist. Explore the use of various brushes, paints, and canvases to create
different effects.

Try using thin layers of paint to create a soft and ethereal effect, or apply
thicker, impasto brushstrokes for a more dynamic and expressive portrait.

7. Enhancing Emotional Impact

A living portrait transcends mere representation; it conveys the emotions
and personality of the subject. Use color choices, brushstrokes, and
composition to evoke specific feelings and create an emotional connection
with the viewer.

For example, warm colors can suggest warmth and comfort, while cooler
colors may convey a sense of distance or melancholy. The direction of the



subject's gaze, the position of their body, and the overall composition can
also contribute to the emotional impact of the portrait.

8. The Value of Self-Portraiture

Self-portraiture is an invaluable tool for artists seeking to develop their skills
and explore their own inner world. By painting yourself, you can delve
deeply into your own emotions and experiences, gaining insights that can
enhance your ability to portray others.

Self-portraiture allows you to experiment with different techniques and
styles, pushing your artistic boundaries and fostering self-discovery.

9. The Importance of Patience and Practice

Mastering the art of living portraits takes time and dedication. Embrace the
process of learning and practice regularly. Study the works of great portrait
painters, attend workshops, and seek feedback from experienced artists.

With patience and perseverance, you will gradually refine your skills and
develop the ability to create living portraits that capture the essence of your
subjects, leaving a lasting impression on viewers.

10. Preserving Your Portraits

Once you have completed your living portrait, it is essential to take steps to
preserve it for future generations. Choose high-quality materials that will
resist fading and degradation over time.

Consider framing your portrait using acid-free materials and UV-protective
glass to protect it from environmental elements. Store your portrait in a
cool, dry place away from direct sunlight and moisture.



Painting living portraits is a rewarding and transformative journey that
allows artists to connect with their subjects and create works of art that
transcend time. By embracing the teachings of North Light Classics and
dedicating yourself to the practice, you can master the skills and
techniques necessary to bring your subjects to life on canvas.

Remember that patience, observation, and a deep understanding of your
subject are key to creating living portraits that capture the essence of the
human experience. May this guide inspire you to explore the captivating
world of portraiture and create works of art that will bring joy and meaning
to both you and your viewers.
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