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Introduction 

This gorgeous little fellow is my nephew Chris and I thank his wonderful Mum and Dad 

for the use of their reference photo. As you can see, it was a little grainy and chopped off 

at the top, but there is still enough detail to work with for an effective portrait. 

 

My initial intention with this portrait was to use as few colours possible, so as to show 

how to do a monochrome portrait without having to lug a whole stack of pencils. As it 

turned out, I did end up reaching for quite a few more pencils than I had hoped, and this 

had less to do with expanding the colour range, and more to do with the way that different 

brands of pencil respond on the Canson Mi-Teintes Paper. I found it best to lay the base 

layers with softer pencils such as the Derwent Coloursoft and Caran D’ache Pablos and 

then burnish and finish off with the harder pencils such as the Derwent Studio and Faber 

Castell Polychromos. Personally, I like to have as little texture showing through as 

possible, but if you prefer to have some texture showing, then stick to the softer pencils 

and you can limit the palette used. 

I was of two minds whether to use Zest-it on this portrait but got halfway through and 

decided I wanted a smoother look on the skin than I was getting with burnishing alone. 

This is also an optional step – you can still create a beautiful sepia portrait and simply omit 

the steps that talk about Zest it. 

I have listed all the coloured pencil brands and colours that I used to create this portrait, 

but you can achieve similar results using the colours and brand that you favour. It isn’t 

necessary to go out and buy a whole lot of new pencils to complete this portrait. This is 

more an exercise to show how to apply the techniques that I use to the materials that you 

have on hand whenever you are doing a portrait.  

If you would like to use colours very similar to the ones used here, but don’t have that 

brand, I do offer a colour pencil conversion chart available from my website which will 

guide you as to which colours may be substituted when working between different brands. 
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Reference Photo 
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Materials List: 

• Coloured Pencils: 

• Faber Castell Polychromos (FC): 101 White, 102 Cream, 132 Light Flesh,  

• Derwent Studio (DS):  16 Flesh Pink, 55 Van Dyke Brown, 66 Chocolate, 67 Ivory 

Black, 72 Chinese White  

• Derwent Coloursoft (DC): C 570 Pale Peach, C720 White 

• Caran D’ache Pablo’s (CD): 001 White, 043 Brownish Orange, 047 Bistre, 051 

salmon, 404 Brownish Beige 409 Charcoal Grey, 491 Cream,  

• Prismacolor Verithin (PV): Dark Umber 

• Canson Mi-Teinte in Oyster 

• Zest-it Pencil Blend Solvent (Optional) 

• Brushes: 3 Round, 6 Round 

• Kneadable eraser 

• Fixative (optional) 

• Light Box (optional) 

• One sheet of tracing paper / drafting film 

• Graphite transfer paper (optional) 

 

A Word about Zest-it 

Zest-it is a nontoxic, environmentally friendly, citrus oil-based pencil solvent. It is not to 

be confused with citrus thinners which have been given a bad rap as being toxic and 

hazardous, however whilst Zest-it does contain citrus oil and has a pleasant citrus odour, it 

does not belong to this category of toxic thinners. It works to break down the binder in 

coloured pencils, giving a result similar to the application of water to watercolour pencils. 

It minimizes the risk of getting wax bloom when using wax-based pencils, and also gives a 

smoother, more painterly look to your coloured pencil artworks. Zest-it may be difficult to 

find in some countries but can usually be found on-line from different art stores, including 

Amazon. 
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Outline Drawing 
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Step 1 ~ Transferring your Image 
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Use your favourite method for transferring an outline from the reference photo to your 

paper. I am often asked by other artists what my preferred method for transferring an 

image is and this depends a lot on what surface I am working on. The method I used in this 

case was to first use a light box to transfer the image onto some drafting film. 

I then used graphite transfer paper and a very fine knitting needle to trace around the 

outline on the drafting film to transfer the image to the Mi-Teintes Paper – (you can also 

see where I got a bit carried away and actually started on the portrait before scanning in 

the initial outline!). 

Step 2 -The Left Eye 

 

I usually start with both eyes first, but in this case, started on one eye and then wanted to 

start on some of the contrasts of the face. As you can see in the first scan, (the outline), I 

started laying my base layer for the cornea of the eye using (DC) White, then added the 

pupil in with (DS) Black. I usually add this in tentatively at first, in case the placement of 

the pupil is a bit off. You may notice in the reference photo that Chris’ pupil appears to 

drag down to the bottom of the eye and so I have corrected this in the portrait. This is one 

of the advantages, and also one of the selling points when doing portraits or commissions 
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for people – that you can take a photo with faults and problems and transform it into a 

beautiful portrait. 

Because the left half of Chris’ face is quite heavily shadowed, there isn’t an obvious 

highlight in his left eye like there is in the right, but there is a lighter area, where light 

seems to almost pass into to iris of the eye. At this point, I used (FC) Light Flesh to 

highlight this area. The rest of the eye was done working from light to dark, starting with 

(CD) Brownish Beige, then (CD) Bistre, followed by (CD) Charcoal grey. Later on, I gave 

the eyes a bit more punch by adding some (DS) Chocolate. The outline of the eye was 

done with (CD) Bistre. The white of the corner is now softened using some (FC) Light 

Flesh and then the (CD) Brownish Beige in the corner of the cornea where the cornea 

becomes more shaded. 

On the rest of the face, I have started with some initial layers of (DC) White on the lightest 

areas, (CD) Brownish Beige on the shadows around the eyes and you can just see directly 

below and above the eye, where I have added a touch of warmth with the (FC) Light 

Flesh. These first layers are done with a light hand, allowing the texture to still show 

through, so that further layers can still be built up.  

 

In the above image, you can see I have used (CD) Charcoal Grey and this time pressed a 

little more firmly, accentuating the darks, adding more lines radiating from the pupil. I 

have added more layers to the area around the left eye and upper cheek and the paper 
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texture is starting to be less obvious. The brown shading on the inside of the left eye orbit 

moving down to the nose was done using a not too sharp (PV) Dark Umber and using 

reasonable pressure, so as to eliminate some texture. Even though this is a sepia portrait, I 

wanted to give the skin a sense of glowing and so the light area on the inner cheek moves 

from (CD) White, to (DC) Pale Peach and the to (FC) Light Flesh. I have added more 

(CD) Brownish Beige and darkened the shadow beneath the eye and on the nostril with 

(CD) Charcoal Grey. Everyone has a different technique in the way that they use and 

apply pencils. I prefer not to have obvious pencil strokes and lines and so tend to use a 

dabbing action with the pencil, moving into tiny circles, in larger areas. I like my colour 

transitions to be as seamless as possible and this technique, almost like a stippling action, 

is very effective at giving this result.  

At this point I also used a touch of (CD) Salmon, because I wanted to warm the picture up 

a little more, however I later abandoned this colour once the zest-it was applied, in favour 

of more muted colours. You can keep your sepia portrait as neutral or rich in colour as you 

like. 

Step 3 -The Right Eye 
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Time to move onto the other eye. I found this eye much easier, because the lighting seems 

to give it more life. That strong highlight was added first, pressing really firmly, first with 

the (DC) White and followed by the (CD) White to finish off. Then add the pupil with 

your black and the light in the iris with (FC) Light Flesh. You may notice that the pupils in 

both eyes are not perfect circles, but are softened with lines coming out from them, which 

gives your eye a more natural appearance. The rest of the eye was done in much the same 

way as the left eye, but with adding a little more of the darker colours to the iris. 

Using (CD) Brownish Beige, I added the base for the left eyebrow and also started to 

burnish the left cheek and nose. The bright highlights on the right side of the face were 

also added using (DC) White, pressing really firmly at the centre of the lit up areas and 

then releasing the pressure as you move out and away from the highlights. 

Step 4 -The Lower Face 

 



 

 13 

It is an amazing feeling, taking a blank piece of paper and watching a face develop before 

your eyes and I now feel our portrait is starting to show a bit of personality. All the mid 

range areas in the above image have been done using the (CD) Brownish Beige which is a 

very similar shade to the colour of our paper. (FC) Light Peach, (DC) Pale Peach, (DS) 

Flesh Pink and (CD) Cream are used for the transition from mid range to light highlights. 

The Mi-Teintes takes quite a lot of layering, so you can alternate between shades as you 

go, adding more warmth with the flesh colours and then cooling it down again with the 

Brownish Beige. Use the (CD) Charcoal Grey to give the right eye more definition along 

the upper and lower lid, also the line where the tongue meets the lower lip and the outlines 

of the nose. Use (CD) Bistre for all the other darker shadows and areas including the 

shadow below the right eye, the contours of the nose and the contours where the chubby 

cheeks meet the mouth. Again, I use that dabbing motion with the pencil for most of these 

areas. I have added a bit more (CD) Salmon to the upper right cheek and also some (DS) 

Flesh pink ot the lower right cheek. 

Step 5 -The Mouth and Chin 
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In this image, we have more of the same. Take note of all the shadows below the mouth 

and chin and add them in with the (CD) Brownish Beige. These are what gives the face 

that 3D look. The lips now have more definition and this was done by pressing heavily 

with the (CD) Brownish Beige, in lines coming down from the tongue to the base of the 

bottom lip. We really want to try and make the lips look as smooth and glossy as possible. 

I have tried to save white for the very brightest areas of the face and so the other lighter 

areas were done using a combination of (CD) Cream and (DS) Flesh Pink. 

 

The main difference between this and the previous image is that I have burnished all the 

areas and blended the colours more. However, at this stage, I was dissatisfied with the 

smoothness of the skin and so decided to reach for the Zest-it. You can skip this step and 

continue on to the step after if you like.  

Step 6 – Adding Zest-it 
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When I bought my Zest-it, it also came with a round pot with a sponge sitting inside it and 

the idea is that you pour the zest-it onto the sponge and then use a brush to dab onto the 

sponge to only pick up a small amount on the brush. I found this method didn’t really give 

me enough zest-it to achieve good solvency but would be good if you were doing a lot of 

fine detail. I tip a bit of zest it into a small jar and then dip my brush straight in, wipe the 

excess of with a tissue, and then apply it to the pencil work. I strongly suggest that you 

experiment first to see which method works best for you and also to get a feel for how 

much zest-it you need on your brush to get the results you want to achieve.  

I have also found that the zest-it is more effective on some surfaces over others. A 

smoother surface allows the zest-it and pigment to move around a little too easily and it is 

hard to prevent your colours from becoming muddy looking. You may also find that the 

zest-it leaves a stain on some surfaces, so always do a test run first.  
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I took a size 3 Round brush and dabbed it straight into the Zest-it, wiped any excess off 

with a tissue and then worked my way around the portrait, using a dabbing motion with 

the brush as I got close to features like the nose and eyes as I wanted to minimise the loss 

of definition to those areas. You don’t want your definitive lines to get blended away by 

the solvent. On the cheeks and chin, I was a little freer with the application, painting on the 

Zest-it in sweeping strokes, but still keeping within the confines of the portrait so as to 

avoid bleeding. You can see it doesn’t make a huge difference, but I was happier to see a 

slightly smoother skin texture appear. It is important to leave your portrait (preferably 

overnight) before attempting to work over the Zest-it, as your pencil will just slip and slide 

across the surface until the paper is completely dry. 

Step 7 – The Upper Head 

Moving onto the upper head and you can see I have laid the foundation layers, starting 

with (CD) Brownish Beige, followed by (CD) Bistre. I then used (CD) Brownish Orange 

to warm the upper head up a bit. The lighter areas were done with (DC) White, moving 

into (CD) Cream and (FC) Light Flesh. 
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In the above image, you can see where I have now applied the Zest-it. 

This time, I used a 6 Round brush and applied the Zest-it in large sweeping strokes. As 

you get down to the eyes and previously worked areas, keep the brush a little drier, and 

dab the Zest-it on very carefully. 
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It is now time to give our little bald man some hair. It is really hard to make out the actual 

hairs in the reference photo, so I kept the hairs fairly undefined. Most of the dark hair you 

can see has been drawn using (CD) Charcoal Grey and pressing quite firmly. The brown 

areas coming in from the very darkest borders were drawn with (DS) Chocolate. At this 

stage, I don’t refer to the reference photo much at all. So long as you know how long the 

hair should be and which direction the locks take, then freely draw in a full head of hair, 

keeping the hairs densely placed together near the top of the head. Add some soft whispy 

hairs to the side of the head as well using (PV) Dark Umber. You can also see here where I 

have used the Charcoal Grey and Bistre to add some hairs and definition to the eyebrows.  

In the next image, our portrait is complete. The head of hair is now fully filled in. Once I 

had drawn in most of the hairs with the (CD) Charcoal Grey I went over the whole head 

doing random hairs using (DS) Chocolate and (CD) Bistre to give the hair a few different 

shades and to fill in any gaps.  

(CD) Brownish Orange was used to shade the transition from hair to upper forehead. I then 

used (CD) Brownish Beige, (FC) Light Flesh, (FC) Cream, (DS) Light Flesh to burnish 

and finish off the rest of the forehead. 

The clothing was drawn in using (CD) Brownish Beige to do the outline and basic patterns 

and folds of fabric, followed by (CD) white to fill in all the stripes. I haven’t been too 

precise with the placement of stripes and folds as I want the attention to be more on the 

face, with the clothing fading away to nothing. The darker lines and shadows were drawn 

in with the Bistre and Charcoal Grey, and Brownish Orange was glazed over the top to add 

warmth. I then used the size 3 brush to apply Zest-it again, following the stripes from start 

to finish, so as not to blend darks to lights and vice versa. 

Once the Zest-it has dried,  you can determine whether you need to increase any of your 

values and contrasts. With each of my portraits, I also work much of the portrait upside 

down and I always check for faults this way too, particularly for the eyes. It is amazing 

how many errors you will pick up by using this method. Areas that seem in proportion 

whilst the portrait is right way up, will suddenly appear glaringly off balance once the 

portrait is reversed. 

I have not applied fixative to the completed portrait, as I find the lighter areas dull too 

much and much of the colour sinks away. Of course you can get around this by reworking 

those areas. It is a personal choice as to whether you now add fixative to your portrait. 

Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any problems or questions regarding this 

tutorial. Happy drawing!!! 

Final Artwork 
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Please note, this tutorial is intended for personal use only and is not to be sold or reused in any manner other 

than those approved by the author 


