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pencil portraits

Struggling to stop your pencil drawings descending into a murky smudge of greys?  
Cuong Nguyen has a seven-step plan for creating great pictures with pin-sharp highlights

For many artists, from beginners 
to professionals, graphite pencil 
is the fundamental tool to 

express their vision. Graphite is 
extremely versatile and can be applied 
in innumerable ways. A round tip used 
with light pressure produces a soft 
mark, and a sharper tip with hard 
pressure creates a darker and 
well-defined line. The artist also can 
use a brush, an eraser or even fingers 
to correct marks and soften edges. 

For this demonstration, I use a pearl 
grey coloured Canson Mi-Teintes 

paper – this particular paper is perfect 
for drawing because it’s very forgiving. 
The paper surface holds up well, even 
when rubbed with your fingers or an 
eraser. I also like the warm tone of 
this paper; it’s a little bit darker than 
white paper, so it allows you to use 
white chalk for highlights if required.

Even after many years of study, I 
find faces to be very challenging yet 
rewarding subjects to draw. For this 
drawing, I invited one of my favourite 
models, Michael, to come to my 
studio. Michael has a wonderful bone 
structure with a strong jawline and 
beautiful features – I love to draw 
them all in full detail. To achieve my 
goal, I use an X-Acto knife to sharpen 
my pencil to a long point, tape the 
paper securely onto my drawing 
board, and the journey begins!
www.icuong.com

“i used canson mi-teintes paper.  
the surface holds up well when rubbed 

with your fingers or an eraser”

How to draw…

A precise pencil portrAit

>
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what you will need…
• A sheet of Canson Mi-Teintes  
98lb/160gsm paper in Pearl Grey
• HB, 2B, 4B and 6B graphite pencils
• A white chalk pencil
• An eraser
• An X-Acto knife
• A No. 10 filbert brush
• A soft paper towel

1 For this project I was fortunate to have a 
model, Michael, with a very strong bone 

structure. To begin the drawing, I focused 
upon capturing the angles that made up the 
large shapes of his head and his upper body. 
Using a number 2B pencil, I drew the angles 
as lines on my Canson paper. (In this early 
sketching stage, I use very light lines, in case 
I need to correct my drawing later.) 

To ensure correct facial proportions,  
I checked that the distance between his 
hairline and the point of his chin was broken 
into equal thirds by his brow ridge and the 
base of his nose. Rather than jumping into 
details, I blocked in the most important 
shadows, such as his eyes, his nose  
and his jacket.

2 Next, I broke the big shapes into smaller 
shapes, before drawing a few details of 

his face such as his eyes, nose and lips. 
Using a number 4B pencil, I continued to 
mass the shadows in the portrait. I paid more 
attention to his facial anatomy, including 
specific structures such as the cheekbones 
and jawline, which are the foundation of the 
character of Michael’s face.

3 I began to add more detailed shading, 
first to the eyes, then the nose and lips, 

using my 2B and 4B pencils. To achieve the 
fine details in the eyes, I used the X-Acto 
knife to sharpen all of my pencils to a long, 
sharp point. 

With portrait drawing, the eyes can be 
extremely important. If you can draw life-like 
eyes, they instantly make a portrait more 
compelling, while setting a great standard for 
the rest of a subject’s features to live up to.

4 After finishing all of the key features on 
Michael’s face, I started to fill in his hair 

and portions of his jacket using a 4B pencil, 
and used a cross-hatching technique to build 
up the shadows. To soften the hair, I blended 
it with a No. 10 filbert brush. You can also 
use a paper towel to achieve the same 
softening effect.
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final 
drawing
Evening Stars, pencil 
on paper, 43x48cm

read more
Discover other top  
portrait techniques  
at www.artistsand 
illustrators.co.uk/

how-to

7 To complete the portrait, I paid special 
attention to the tonal values of the 

drawing. By stepping back a metre or so and 
squinting my eyes a bit, I could double-check 
that the tonal values all looked correct in 
relation to one another. Where necessary,  
I made adjustments. 

As a final touch, I created little white stars 
in the sky, first by using my eraser, and then 
by using a white chalk pencil to create the 
highlight at the centre of each one. It’s this 
final touch that inspired the name of my 
drawing: Evening Stars.

6 Though I was working with the model in 
my studio, I created a subtle suggestion 

of a landscape by shading the background 
appropriately. I wanted to create the 
impression that he was standing near a river. 

At this point I also started working on the 
details of his jacket. To create the texture of 
the fabric, I used a cross-hatching technique, 
starting first with a 2B pencil and working up 
to a 6B in the darker shadows. This time, I 
avoided blending, so as to maintain a sense 
of texture to the jacket fabric. To make the 
jacket more realistic, I used an eraser to 
highlight the shine on the buttons.

5 I generally don’t like to use a pencil as 
soft as a 6B, but in this drawing I found it 

helpful for adding more depth to a few select 
areas, such as the hair and the shadow 
behind Michael’s neck. This deeper shading 
helped to create an illusion of three 
dimensions, which made the head appear 
closer to the viewer.

I used an eraser to add a few highlights  
to his hair and then moved on to shading the 
background. To control the values, I worked 
from light to dark, using an HB pencil at first 
to fill in the entire background. I then used a 
2B to work over certain areas, before working 
up to a 4B in the upper corners where the 
background was darkest.


