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It can be difficult to know where to start when drawing skin, which colours to

pick, how to layer them and what techniques to use. I have created this guide

to help you answer these questions so that you can draw the perfect skin for

any portrait.

This guide to drawing skin is a section taken from my comprehensive guide 'The

Coloured Pencil Portrait Guide' that is included with my course The Coloured

Pencil Academy. Click here to learn more about my coloured pencil course The

Coloured Pencil Academy.

One of the biggest struggles artists have when drawing portraits is picking the

perfect colours for different types of skin tones. That is why I have included

colour recipe cheatsheets so that you can easily pick the best colours to use

for all of the most common skin tones.

In this guide, you will also learn the step by step methods I use to recreate

some of the most common skin textures, including freckles, wrinkles and more.

The best thing about this guide is that you can use it, again and again, to pick

the colours and techniques for all of your portraits. Never again does drawing

skin have to be scary and intimidating!

Kirsty Partridge

Creator of The Coloured Pencil Academy
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SKIN MADE EASY

https://colouredpencilacademy.com/cpa-special/


Drawing skin is definitely one of the hardest parts of a portrait. It can be

challenging to know which colours will create the skin tone you need and then

how to layer those colours to create realistic-looking skin.

In this chapter, I give you my colour recipes for 9 of the most common skin

tones, using the colours in the 36 set of Prismacolor Premier coloured pencils.

Don't worry if you are using a different brand of coloured pencils you can still

use these colour recipes. Just select the colour in your set that most closely

matches the colours I have selected. If you have a small set of pencils you may

have to layer multiple colours together to achieve a specific colour.

I will also take you through my step-by-step process for creating different types

of skin textures including smooth skin, freckles, and wrinkles! But first, here are

some basics to keep in mind when drawing skin.

Babies, children, and young females will all have very smooth skin with very

little texture (unless they have freckles.) When drawing these subjects always

aim for smooth shading and gradual colour transitions.

For men, you can get away with showing a bit more graininess and texture.

You want to avoid doing men's skin too smooth, otherwise, it could look

unrealistic and like a wax figure. Of course, there are men that do have smooth

skin, so make sure to analyse your reference first and decide the best texture

to use.

For older portraits (both male and female) you will want to add a lot more

texture to the skin. Older people have many wrinkles, creases, and age spots

on their skin and it is vital that you include these in your portrait. If you do the

skin too smooth the subject will look too young and it can make your portrait

look off.

Skin is often the biggest part of any portrait. This means that it is very

Skin
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important that you take your time building up the layers of colour and values in

the skin and avoid rushing through it. The values in the skin are really the only

thing that shows us the shape of the face. If you don't add enough different

values to the skin then the portrait will look very flat. I see this happening very

often with beginner artists.

It is crucial that you add a range of lights, mid-tones, and darks to the skin so

that the face looks three-dimensional. The areas that are most sunken in

(contours) normally are the shadow areas and the areas that protrude the most

(like the cheekbones and tip of the nose) are the lightest areas. Make sure that

you are creating all of these different values in your drawing as it doesn't

matter how smooth your shading is if you don't have good contrast in your

portrait.

In short, most skin tones are made up of white, yellow, red, and brown, so you

only need a few colours to make lots of skin tones. Some skin tones will have

more yellow, some more red and some will be lighter and need more white

whereas others will be darker and need more brown.

When it comes to picking colours for skin I always break my selection process

into 5 steps.

1) Type of skin tone. Pinpoint the skin tone shade, whether the skin tone is

warm, neutral, or cool-toned and whether it has any undertones (especially in

the shadow areas.) Some skin can have green or even purple undertones in the

shadow areas.

2) Highlights. Select the pencil which is closest to the lightest colour in my skin

tone reference.

3) Midtones. Pick a colour that will help create the midtone colours in the skin.

4) Shadows. Choose a colour for the shadows in the skin. Also, select any

colours needed for the undertones of the skin.

5) Glazes. These are colours that will add more vibrancy and life to the skin.

These are often more vibrant pinks, oranges, and yellow tones, but can really

be any colour (just look to see what matches your reference.)

The highlight, midtone, and shadow colours are the colours that you will do

most of the layering with. Glazes and undertones are colours that you just add

a light layer of to increase the vibrancy and complexity of the skintone colour.
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Cream, Light Peach, Goldenrod, Sienna Brown

White, Cream, Light Peach, Light Umber

Layer 1: Light Peach (med for M / S, light for H)

Layer 2: Sienna Brown (light for M, Med for S)

Layer 3: Goldenrod (med for M/ S)

Layer 4: Cream to burnish (med)

Layer 1: Cream (Light)

Layer 2: Light Peach (med for M/ S)

Layer 3: Light Umber (light for M, med for S)

Layer 4: White to burnish (med)

Layer 1: Cream (Light)

Layer 2: Light Peach (med for M/ S)

Layer 3: Light Umber (light for M/ S)

Layer 4: Sienna Brown ( med for M/ S)

Layer 5: White to burnish (med)

White, Cream, Light Peach, Light Umber,

Sienna Brown

Light Skin Tones
Warm

Neutral

Cool
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Light Peach, Peach, Tuscan Red,

Light Umber, Dark Brown

Cream, Peach, Light Umber, Sienna

Brown, Dark Brown

Cream, Peach, Goldenrod,

Light Umber, Sienna Brown

Warm

Neutral

Cool

Medium Skin Tones

Layer 1: Peach (med)

Layer 2: Light Umber (med for M/ S)

Layer 3: Sienna Brown (med for S)

Layer 4: Goldenrod (light for M/ S)

Layer 5: Cream to burnish (med)

Layer 1: Peach (med)

Layer 2: Light Umber (med for M/ S)

Layer 3: Tuscan  Red (light for M/S)

Layer 4: Dark  Brown (light for S)

Layer 5: Light Peach and Peach to burnish (med)

Layer 1: Peach (med)

Layer 2: Light Umber (med for M/ S)

Layer 3: Dark Brown (light for S)

Layer 4: Sienna Brown (light for S)

Layer 5: Cream to burnish (med)
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Warm

Neutral

Cool

Dark Skin Tones

Peach, Light Umber, Tuscan

Red, Sienna Brown, Dark Brown

Cream, Light Umber, Sienna

Brown, Dark Brown

Goldenrod, Light Umber,

Sienna Brown, Dark Brown

Layer 1: Goldenrod (med)

Layer 2: Light Umber (med)

Layer 3: Sienna Brown (med for M, heavy for S)

Layer 4: Dark Brown( heavy for S)

Layer 1: Light Umber (med)

Layer 2: Sienna Brown (med for M / S)

Layer 3: Dark Brown( heavy for S)

Layer 4: Cream and Light Umber to Burnish (med)

Layer 1: Light Umber (med)

Layer 2: Sienna Brown (med)

Layer 3: Dark Brown( heavy for S)

Layer 4: Tuscan Red (med for M/S)

Layer 5: Peach and Sienna Brown to Burnish (med)
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Highlights:
 
 

White, Cream, Light Peach
 

Midtones:
 
 

Peach, Light Umber
 

Shadows:
 
 

Sienna Brown, Dark Brown, Black (I try to avoid adding black to skin)
 

Glazes:
 
 

Spanish Orange, Yellowed Orange, Goldenrod, Orange, Carmine Red, Pink,
Process Red, Mulberry, Tuscan Red

 
Undertones:

 
 

Olive Green, Indigo Blue, Parma Violet

Step 1: When drawing smooth skin start

by adding a base layer of your lightest

colour using circular shading. Remember

to keep highlighted areas light. In this

step we need to establish the different

values, so also add a base layer of darker

shading to the shadow areas.

Smooth Skin

Here is a list of the colours in the 36 Prismacolor set that are ideal for drawing

skin and what I would use them for. You do not need this exact brand of

pencils to make use of this list, just use the closest matching colours that you

have available.
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Step 4: Finally, blend the skin to

eliminate any paper that is showing

through. This can be done with either a

colourless blender or coloured pencils

that match the value of the shading.

Don't add too much pressure when

blending. Especially, if you need to add

other textures (like freckles) on top. If the

shadows look too light after blending use

the shadow colours to darken them up.

Step 3: Once the different values are

established it is time to build up more of

an accurate skin tone. During this step I

shade with colours that will help bring life

to the skin, like pinks or orange tones. I

also start to add some shading to the

highlighted areas, making sure that the

shading overlaps onto the midtone areas

to create a seamless transition in values.

For this step you can start to use heavier

pressure.

Step 2: For your second layer of shading

use a midtone skin colour to shade in the

midtone areas of skin and then use a

darker colour to darken the shadows in

the skin. Keep medium pencil pressure

throughout this step.
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Step 1: Start off by creating a smooth,

base layer of shading for the skin. Start

with your lightest colour and then add

darker colours for the shadows. It is

important to establish your values and

colours before adding textures like

freckles. A colourless blender can be

used to lightly burnish the shading before

adding freckles.

Step 2: Select a colour that closely

matches the freckles and start sketching

out the shapes and placement of the

freckles. You don't need to use a lot of

pressure when doing this. Make sure to

draw the freckles slightly different shapes

and sizes to make them look more

natural. Also, it is important that the

freckles follow the curve of the face.

Step 3: Use a darker pencil to darken

some of the freckles, especially freckles

in the shadow areas. Then gently blend

over the freckles with a colourless

blender. This way the freckles will look

part of the skin. I also used an X-acto

knife to add some fine hairs onto the skin.

I even added a couple of facial hairs on

top of the freckles to really make it look

like the freckles are part of the skin.

Freckles
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Step 1: Create a base layer of shading

for the skin, establishing the lights and

dark values. Don't try to keep the shading

really smooth. It will actually help create

the illusion of wrinkly skin if you let some

pencil strokes show through. I also create

some lines with the darker pencil to

indicate the direction the wrinkles are

going in. Overlapping lines can also help

give a more realistic wrinkly texture.

Step 2: Old skin (especially on hands)

normally has a few age spots. These look

similar to freckles, so I repeated Step 2

and 3 from the 'freckles' texture to draw

the age spots. I also used a brown pencil

to add a few more wrinkles. When

drawing wrinkles try to vary the value (by

changing pencil pressure) and thickness

of each wrinkle.

Step 3: To really make this wrinkly skin

look realistic I use an X-acto knife to add

lots of fine lines over the skin study, by

scraping away the top layers of coloured

pencil. This tool creates really light, fine

wrinkles. Once again I make sure to criss-

cross the lines over each other in areas

(using the cross hatching method) to

simulate how wrinkles naturally overlap

eachother.

Aged Skin
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Step 1: Create a base layer of shading

with your lightest colour (like cream.)

Then, sketch out the creases with a

darker pencil. Creases are not just harsh

lines. It is important that you create a

value gradient when drawing creases.

The crease will start out lighter at its

edge and then gradually get darker until

it reaches its deepest part (in the middle

of the crease.) After that, it will get

lighter and lighter again.

Step 2: Once you have created a value

sketch of your creases layer on top other

colours for the midtone and highlight

areas. In this step, I am not actually doing

anything more with the creases. Instead, I

build up the skin tone more and layer

over the creases to make sure that they

look like a part of the skin. I make sure to

identify any highlights between the

creases so that I can keep them lighter.

Step 3: Deepen the shadows even more

using a dark brown or black pencil.

Remember that the darkest part of the

crease is where it is deepest. Make sure

the contrast and values are accurate

before moving on to the next step. 

Creases
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Step 5: Finish off by adding any details

that overlap the creases. In this case,

there are a few eyelashes overlapping

the creases.

Step 4: Blend the skin using a light

coloured pencil or colourless blender.

This helps merge the creases with the

rest of the skin. Then, go back in with

your darkest colour and deepen the

shadows and deepest parts of the

creases.
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These are the four most common skin textures that you will need to create in

your portraits. You may only have to use one of these skin textures for your

portrait or your subject may show all four of these skin textures somewhere on

the skin. Make sure to analyze your reference and pinpoint where the different

skin textures are before diving into shading your portrait.

Adding wrinkles and creases to the skin is a great way to age your subject. If

you are drawing an elderly person your portrait won't look realistic if you leave

the skin too smooth. On the other hand, if you are drawing a baby or young

person your drawing will not look convincing if you add too much skin texture

as younger people tend to have smooth skin. Also, women have softer skin than

males, who often have rougher skin with more texture. Therefore it is important

to keep the age and sex of your subject in mind when drawing skin texture.



LEARN MORE

TAKING IT TO THE NEXT LEVEL

There’s obviously a lot more to drawing portraits than just getting the

skin tone right, but I hope this guide gives you some new techniques

to try on your next portrait!

For more tips like this, make sure to check out The Coloured Pencil

Academy, which is my comprehensive coloured pencil drawing

course – Specifically designed for artists who want to create more

realistic drawings.

Showing you the WHY behind the drawing, and boiling it all down

into guides, formulas, and strategies that are easy to follow and

apply to ANY reference.

You can find out more by clicking the button below:
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