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MATERIALS
1



Water 

Two jars or containers full is good. One is for clean water, and the other is for dirty water

Watercolors

The brand doesn't matter, and you don't need special "skin tone colors" I recommend at least 
having a split palette with a warm and cool yellow, warm and cool red, and warm and cool 
blue. I'll talk more about colors soon.

Watercolor paper

Try to have a good quality watercolor paper, because we are going to be using a lot of layers. 
You can use cold pressed or hot press paper, but I prefer to use hot press paper because you 
can get really smooth skin and lots of detail.

Watercolor brushes  

Have a range of watercolor brushes. I recommend sizes two, four, and six. You can use syn-
thetic or natural hair brushes, but I prefer to use natural hair brushes because they are softer. 
That allows me to layer easily since they won't disturb the pain underneath. However, natural 
hair brushes can also be more difficult for beginners in watercolor because they are harder to 
control.

A towel or paper towels 

This is for dabbing your brushes and picking up mistakes. I like to use a towel because it's re-
usable.

A pencil

You'll need this to draw the portraits and to make charts and other drawings.

It's also a good idea to have either a white and a black pencil, or white and Black gouache for 
the value study, but it’s not totally necessary. 
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For this class you will need :



Values are the most important part 
of painting any painting, but espe-
cially in painting portraits.

VALUE: THE CORE 
OF PORTRAIT 
PAINTING
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SHADOWS

Shadows are areas on the face where light is blocked.

These are the areas that you can find shadows in your portrait:

• The corner of the eyes

• The crease of the eyelid

• Under the eyelid

• Under the eye

• The nostrils and under the nose

• Under the lips, and often the top lip as well

• The corner of the smile
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• And under the chin
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HIGHLIGHTS

Highlights are areas where light hits the face.

These are areas you can find highlights:

• The forehead

• The shine of the eyes

• The bridge of the nose

• The apples of the cheeks
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There are several ways that you 
can edit your photos to make 
them easier to use as references.

EDITING YOUR 
REFERENCE PHOTOS

3



CONVERTING YOUR IMAGE TO BLACK AND WHITE
One way to convert your image into black-and-white is on your 
phone. Here’s how you can do this:

1. Select your image.

2. Open the image in the basic photo viewing app of your phone.

3. Click edit to open the editing options.

4. Click the button to open the color editing options.

5. Select a black and white option.

6. Compare the black-and-white options to decide which one you 
like best. I generally like to choose an option with more contrast, 
because this makes it easier to see the highlights and the shad-
ows in the image.

7. Save your new black-and-white image.
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Black and White Images make it eas-
ier to see value



POSTERIZING YOUR IMAGE IN 
PINETOOLS
Another option is to posterize your image. This divides the values 
of your images into distinct sections.

Here’s how to do that on Pinetools:

1. Navigate to the website https:\\pinetools.com

2. Click the text labeled images on the left-hand side.

3. Search for the option to change saturation.

4. Open up the file that you want to make into black-and-white.

5. Once the image is loaded, change the saturation option to –
100.

6. You should see a black and white version of your image. 
Click “execute” and this version will be created.

7. Click on the file format that you want to download for your im-
age next to the floppy disk icon. Put it in a place that you can 
find it on your computer.

8. Now go back to the images option and look for the posterous 
affect.

9. Open up the black and white file that you just made.

10. The program gives you the option of many different levels. I 
would choose between three or five images depending on 
what your photo looks like. Three is the easiest to start with.

11. Click the “posterize” button, and then save your new poster-
ized image.
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POSTERIZING YOUR IMAGE IN PHOTOSHOP
And here is how to do the same thing in Photoshop:

1. Open your file in Photoshop.

2. Crop your image to the area that you desire.

3. Select “image”, scroll down to adjustments, and then to black 
and white.

4. A window will pop up, and you’ll be given several black and 
white options. Select the one that you prefer.

5. Go back to the image section, scroll down to adjustments, and 
you here you will find the posterize option.

6. Select the posterize option.

7. You can choose the number of levels that you would like for the 
image. Generally between three and five is good. Select one 
that works for you and the image that you have.

8. Save your image.
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Posterizing makes seeing values a 
snap!



Many people who want to begin painting watercolor 
portraits attempt to use pre-mixed skin tone colors to 
paint with. Unfortunately, these colors are often opaque 
and muddy. It is better to try mixing your own colors. 
These colors will be much more vibrant, and a lot more 
fun to make!

“SKINTONE 
COLORS”
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TRANSPARENT VS.OPAQUE COLORS
Transparent colors are better for layering because you can see the 
colors and details underneath.
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GRANULATING VS.NON GRANULATING COLORS
Granulating colors can give a strange spotted or scale like appear-
ance that you may not want in your portraits.
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COLORS WITH WHITE ADDED
Colors with white added tend to be more opaque, muddy, and less 
vibrant.
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PREMIXED VS. YOUR OWN MIXES

Premixed colors look closer to cartoons than actual skin. They do 
not have the natural variation your own mix would have.
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Even though it's totally possible to paint with only the primary col-
ors, there are some colors that make this process a little bit eas-
ier. It was very difficult for me to find these colors, and they're not 
commonly included in watercolor sets, so I wanted to share them 
with you. 

Here are the things that are most important to me in what colors I 
use in a portrait:

I look for paints with:

•  No granulation

• No added white

• Sometimes I look for opacity

• I never use pre-mixed skin colors

MY FAVORITE COLORS 
FOR PAINTING 
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PY 129 Green Gold

This is one of my favorite 
yellow colors. In the pan, 
it doesn't look like any-
thing special, we see that 
it is a very cool yellow, 
and it is actually a bit on 
the green side. This makes 
it perfect for making skin 
tones when mixed with 
red colors.
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PY 150 NICKEL AZO YELLOW 
This is another very deceiving color. It starts off looking pretty 
dark, but you can see that it can change into a very transparent 
yellow. This makes it perfect for layering.
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PB7 RAW UMBER :
 this is a color that I don't use very often because it is granulating, 
and I try to avoid granulating colors. However this version of Raw 
Umber is nice and neutral. So when you need to use a very dark 
neutral brown very sparingly, this is where I go.
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PBR 43 YELLOW OCHRE:
 This is one time where I care about the brand and I only recom-
mend the QoR version of this paint or Schmincke's new transpar-
ent ochre. 

This is an opaque to semi opaque color. Many people use this as 
a base for lghter or tan skin tones. I would not like to start with 
this color normally because of its opacity. But sometimes it is very 
useful when you're painting light skin tone and you want to give 
the skin a bit more body. In this case I often add it towards the 
end.
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PO 49 QUINACRIDONE GOLD: 
This is one of my go to yellow colors. I use it for nearly all skin 
tones.  It gives everything a very glowing quality. It is also useful 
because it is staining, but not aggressively staining, so it will not 
move around when you paint layers on top.
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PY153 NEW GAMBOGE: 
There are some reports that this pigment is discontinued, but 
while I have it, I like to use it. This is very good for mixing with 
blues to make browns, and to add a more sunny look to very yel-
lowy skin tones.
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PO48 QUINACRIDONE GOLD DEEP:
 This is the color that I go to to build up darker skin tones. Any-
thing from tan on through very dark. It also has a nice glow and 
vibrancy just like quinacridone gold.
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PO65 BENZIMIDAZOLONE ORANGE: 
this is one of my favorite colors for a warmer skin tone. It's not an 
extremely bright red, and it's very gentle. Nice for lips and 
cheeks also.
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PBR41 TRANSPARENT BROWN:
 I basically feel like I can't paint portraits without this color. It's not 
necessary, but it makes getting to a neutral brown so much eas-
ier. From there you can deepen the color with Indanthrene Blue if 
you want it darker. Or you can warm it up. Or cool it down with 
Prussian Blue. It's so versatile! 
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PB206 MADDER BROWN: 
This pigment probably goes in my paintings of every type of skin-
tone except for the lightest. And even then I might use it for the 
corners of the eyes and in the lips. This is just such a gorgeous 
color, and it really feels like skin. Actually, it's an almost direct 
match for the tips of my fingers!
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PR179 PYRELENE MAROON:
 I don't often use this color on its own, but it's a great color to mix 
together with Pyrelene Green, Transparent Brown, or Indanthrene 
Blue to get deep, rich colors.
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PR 209 QUINACRIDONE RED:
  I don't often use the regular, fire truck red on my palette when 
I'm painting skin tones or anything else. This Quinacridone Red is 
about as close as I get. This is really good for the first layer of 
painting because it is staining, so it doesn’t move. I put this every-
where that I see warmth in a portrait.
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PV19 QUINACRIDONE ROSE:
 This color is useful for times when I need a color that's a bit 
cooler than Quinacridone Red. Especially in extremely pale skin 
with blue undertones.
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PV 42 QUINACRIDONE VIOLET: 
If you want a bit more pink, kind of like cotton candy, you can use 
this color.
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PR122 QUINACRIDONE MAGENTA: 
This is my preferred mixing cool red. It makes very vibrant purple, 
and mixes with nearly every other color extremely well. 
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PV53 QUINACRIDONE PURPLE: 
My main usage for this is for underpainting. I love this because it 
just disappears underneath the colors. It is also staining, so it 
stays put. The shade is also not too warm or cool, so it doesn't 
shift the other colors in a strange way. It's also very useful for 
painting extremely dark skintones with a purple undertone.
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PB15:3 PTHALO BLUE RED SHADE:
 To be honest I rarely use this color, it is here as a replacement for 
Ultramarine. I prefer to use this instead of Ultramarine as a warm 
blue because it is not granulating.
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PB60 INDANTHRONE BLUE : 
Another one of the colors that I love because it allows me to get 
extremely dark tones. I often mix this with Transparent Brown to 
get a very deep, dark brown. It can also be mixed with Pyrelene 
Maroon to get a deep purple. One of my favorite blues. My favor-
ite blue. 
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PB27 PRUSSIAN BLUE: 
 this is the blue that I use in the majority of my portrait paintings. It 
is the blue that I began and ended most paintings with. I prefer to 
use this color instead of Ultramarine because it is not granulating 
in the same way, and because the color is much gentler. It gives 
a very soft blue, which is more similar to the blue tones that ap-
pear in skin.
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PBK31 PYRELENE GREEN: 
 One of my favorite colors, but I rarely use this color on its own. 
It's mostly used for mixing with Pyrelene Maroon to get deep dark 
chromatic blacks. 
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Watercolor artists often complain about making mud. 
What they really mean is that they made a brown color 
by mistake.

That's exactly what we're going to do! We're going to 
make some brown colors, but on purpose instead of by 
mistake!

LET’S MAKE MUD
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ORANGE AND BLUE MIXES
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RED AND GREEN MIXES
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PURPLE AND YELLOW/ORANGE MIXES
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YELLOW OCHRE PLUS RED
Yellow Ochre plus Red is a great and easy way to make many 
lighter skin tones. Whether it is PV 19, PV 42, or PR 122, all of 
these colors mix to realistic lighter skin tones that can be diluted 
for very light skin tones, or mixed more concentrated for more tan 
skin tones.

These next colors are all quite dark, and you might think that if 
you are painting a person with lighter skin, you will not need any 
of these mixes. However I find myself using these mixes in the 
shadows of lighter skinned people all the time. I also find them 
very important because many people have difficulty in mixing col-
ors for darker skin tones.

42



43



 PBR 41 AND PV 55
Normally you wouldn't think of darkening orange colors with a pur-
ple, but it is perfect. You can get some really nice luscious 
browns by mixing oranges with purples. And that is definitely the 
case here. Some darker skin tones are more purple, and this is a 
great way to get that tone without making the person look like an 
alien.
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PB 60 AND PBR 7
This is how I mix my second darkest brown. This makes a really 
nice, and non-granulating, dark brown. It is very slightly warm, 
but that can be modified by the addition of more blue if you need 
a cooler brown color.
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PB 60 AND PBR 7
This is the darkest brown. Since this is a granulating color, I use it 
sparingly, even in very dark skin tones. But sometimes you need 
just an extra punch. It is also helpful that it is very cool. It can be 
a little difficult sometimes to mix good cool browns and this helps.
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PBR 7 AND PBR 41

This makes makes a very dark, but still realistic skin tone. It is not 
as cool as PBR 7 by itself, and it is not as warm as PPR 41 by it-
self. It's somewhere in the middle.

47



PR179 AND PBK 31
I use this combination all of the time, not just in my portraits. It 
makes an extremely dark black color that I use everywhere I 
need an extreme depth of shadow. It’s great for those little tiny 
places like under the nostrils, in the ears,or by the eyelashes to 
make them extra dark.
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PO 65 AND PBR 41

These two colors are very similar to one another, so you might not 
think to mix them together. But if you just want to make a slightly 
warmer brown then PBR 41 can give you, this is the perfect mix. 
It's really great for very warm toned, brown skinned people, and 
it's wonderful as a tan color when watered down.
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PBR41 + BLUE OR PURPLE
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THREE COLOR MIXES
One way to check out the range that your three colors can mix is by 
making a three color mixing chart. 

Download the Chart Here: 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/9x47lne8grjxhdb/three%20color%20mixi
ng.pdf?dl=0
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This is a great preparation exercise for painting por-
traits.

SPHERES
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SPHERES
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Basically, an underpainting is painting your subject with just 
one color. In oils and acrylics, this is often Black, Burnt Sienna, 
Burnt Umber, or Yellow Ochre. Some people also use these col-
ors in watercolor, but I found that the color that disappears into 
the final painting the most is purple.

Why is that? Well, skin tones are often yellowish, orangish, or 
reddish colors. Since purple’s complement is yellow, that will 
mix together to create brown, which is the color of melanin. 
AKA the perfect color we want our portraits to be. 

UNDERPAINTING 
AND LAYERS
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PURPLE 
UNDERPAINTING AND 
LAYERING DEMO
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PURPLE VANISHES UNDERNEATH THE 
PRIMARY COLORS

56



PORTRAIT DEMOS
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SIMPLE PORTRAIT
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VERY PALE
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PALE
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MEDIUM

61



DARK
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VERY DARK
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UNDERTONES
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VERY PALE UNDERTONES
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PALE UNDERTONES
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DARK UNDERTONES
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VERY DARK UNDERTONES
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REFERENCE IMAGES
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Very Pale 
https://pixabay.com/en/a
lbino-white-asian-albinism-s
kin-3438707/
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https://www.pexels.com/phot
o/woman-wearing-green-and-
black-top-standing-near-whit
e-wall-smiling-in-front-of-cam

Pale Reference
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Medium
https://www.pexels.com/
photo/selective-focus-phot
ography-of-woman-12392
88/
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Dark
https://www.pexels.com/
photo/blur-boy-casual-clos
e-up-428333/
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Very Dark
https://www.pexels.com/
photo/closeup-photo-of-w
oman-wearing-white-top-lo
oking-on-camera-950935/
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Underpainting and Layer-
ing
https://www.pexels.com/
photo/1068209/
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Simple Portrait
https://commons.wikimedi
a.org/wiki/File:Inde_muri
a_0506.jpg
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Editing Your Photos
www.pexels.com/photo/p
ortrait-of-smiling-girl-agains
t-white-background-25375
8/
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Values
 
https://pixabay.com/en/g
irl-portrait-looking-young-f
emale-919048/
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