***Good lord, this thing took well nigh forever to put together. My apologies to those who were kept waiting. For those who didn’t know it was on the way.. heh.. Enjoy :P***

Though I doubt this walkthrough will be any different from any other walkthrough you can find located within the tutorials section of this site, I had been asked on several occasions to explain the method behind the madness of my painting addiction. 

After being so warmly greeted and enthusiastically supported by the largely wonderful and chronically talented members of Deviant, how could I possibly refuse

That said.. I hope you’re all comfortable... this is going to take a while. 

Ready set?

Alrighty then. Away we go. 
Let’s get the important information out of the way first, shall we? All of my work is done within Painter 8. The reason for this is simple. I suck large and muchly at Photoshop. It’s a sad sad truth. It mocks me. Oh yes. Yes it does. 

So! Everything within this tutorial will be based around working within that program. If you don’t have it, and would like to try this out anyway, you can grab a “Try before you buy” copy over at Corel.com. I have no idea how any of this would translate over to Photoshop, but if anyone can make the leap, perhaps they could do a write up on it as well to bridge the gap. Don’t get me wrong. I –do- use Photoshop... Just not for art. Because, as I have already established... It hates me. 

The next bit of important information is this- You will need to take your time. As anyone who has seen my early attempts at portrait work will tell you, it took me a while to figure things out. Those that haven’t seen it should consider themselves lucky. As a side note to those who have? I'm sorry for making your cornea bleed.  

The upside is this. I will be the first to tell you that working from a photo reference is much easier than working straight from your head. The reason is simple. Everything I need to know abut an image is -right there- in front of me. I can SEE where the light is coming from most of the time; I can see how the body is placed and how the bones and tendons are working beneath the skin.  So in my opinion, it’s easier. 

While there are days when I would like to be able to work as confidently without a reference as I do with one, I accept where I am and try to improve as I can with the knowledge that perhaps that day will arrive, and perhaps it won’t. Regardless, that fact does not serve to make what I do any less ‘art’ than someone who prefers to work without one. 

The debate of art purity or any of that other pretentious crap is not up for debate here. So if you want to cause a stink about it, take it elsewhere. Because honestly? I’m not interested. I don’t –care- about your views on the subject, I care about the art you make and what your saying when you make it. I expect nothing less in return. 
And if you DO have an issue with reference, why in the hell are you reading this tutorial? Go paint a melted clock or something. 

Right. Let’s get started. 
The first thing you’re going to need is a photo of who or what it is you want to paint. Now would be a good time to remind everyone to mind their manners and always ask the photographer prior to working with an image if the photo is not your own. 

A little common courtesy doesn’t cost anything, and just think if it were –your- image that suddenly turned up in the form of a painting without being asked. Wouldn’t you be a little… disconcerted? Miffed perhaps? Just something to think about. 

In my case, the photograph I have chosen to work with is a piece belonging to the very talented Solarisdezine and is being used with his kind permission. You can locate his gallery here solarisdezine.deviantart.com if you want to check him out. He does some really great work. Particularly in capturing people being.. well People. :) 
Once you have your image, you’ll need to start making a few decisions.. what size do you want to work at? Personally, I work at some pretty massive sizes. I'm not comfortable working small, I don’t feel I have as much control over my details… that, and its usually a hell of a lot easier to size an image DOWN rather than UP. 

Do you want to print this image, or is it just for fun and to display in your gallery? Printing is your plan, then you’ll need to take your image aspect ratio into consideration,  what the final output size you’ll want your image to be, and depending on whether or not where you intend to print at uses the information or not.. the ppi or Pixels Per Inch resolution of your image as well. 

When you have your image information sorted out, fire up painter and open up your image along with a new document that adheres to the size decisions you made prior to starting. Within the new document, slap on a few layers over your canvas and pick a nice background color and use the fill tool to fill in the bottom most layer above the canvas. It’s usually a pretty good idea to pick a shade that is readily apparent in the image. 

I chose a bland beige that had a slightly greenish tinge to it because.. Well, Beach Baby is at the Beach. It’s a fairly good base color for sand and is pretty well everywhere to be found within the photo I used.  
Once I have a suitable background color, I make a basic sketch and set it as a layer below my working layers. I will also keep the original line work in psd form and place that one  –above- my work as well as it helps me keep track of where I’ve been and where I'm going. I keep that one turned off as I work though, only toggling it on and off again as needed. 

Now you’re ready to get started :) 

I guess it should also be noted that I don’t do anything fancy with my layers in Painter either. While the program fully supports layer blending styles, I guess I'm just to lazy to use them. So. All layers are left at ‘normal’ when I work. 
Here are the first steps I took when I was first trying to get a grip on portrait painting. It’s pretty basic I suppose. But it worked for me, and might work for you. If not, you’re fully encouraged to continue experimenting with different manners of workflow until you find one that works for you.

 In the mean time…  
1) Grab the image you want to paint 

2) Bring that image into Photoshop
3) Go to filters, blur- Gaussian-

4) Blur the holy hell out of it.  
You don’t want it blurred to the point of being unrecognizable mind you. I would say a setting of about 8.5 should be about right for a normal sized photo. What you're looking for here it to break the image down into nothing but lumps of color. This trick enables you to SEE where the color really is and how it’s shaped rather than trying to trust your eyes. 
There's a huge difference between painting what you SEE and painting what you THINK. In photo real, you want to paint what you see. I sorta brake rules when I paint photo real because most of the time, the things I want to paint, aren’t lit the way I see them in my head, so I re-create the image the way I THINK it ought to be made, based on what I SEE.

*nods* yup.. assbackwards. Don’t do that *spank* learn the right way before screwing it up like me :P

5) Once you have your blurry image, go through and mark out the values of the colors by making a little mark and typing on the image "Darkest dark" next to your deepest dark color, do the same for your mid tones and lights.

6) Save the burry image under a new name in the same folder as the original. 

7) Get your butt to work :P

So. You have your image you want to paint. You have your blurry copy and you have your sketch. Now you want to start blocking in color. Always work from dark to light, it helps keep your blending simple. 

One of the easiest ways to work with photos and getting your colors right, is to use the colors that are actually IN the photo. Now, you *could* spend a few hours putzing around using the eyedropper tool to pick out your colors from the photograph.. but there is a much easier way to go about it.

You can spawn a color set based on the photograph directly within painter. 

1) Make sure your main photograph is selected and active. 

2) Grab your mask tool and drag it across your entire photograph making sure it is entirely covered with the mask.

3) Go to ‘Windows” on your top tool bar and select “Color Sets”

4) A new pallet will open. 

5) Within that pallet, on the right hand side, you will see a small black triangle that indicates a fly out menu is present.

6) Click on that triangle

7) Once the fly out menu is open scroll down to “Create Color Set from Selection”
8) A new color pallet, containing all the colors within your photograph will appear in your color set pallet box. 

The color squares will be difficult to see at first, but you can adjust their size by using that same fly out menu on your color sets menu and scrolling down to “Swatch Size”. I usually set mine at second to the largest, but by all means, make yourselves happy and pick whatever is easiest for you.

You’re going to have a lot of colors in that set that aren’t really needed. That can get pretty confusing and frustrating because your first instinct is to use them all. Save yourself the headache. This is why you marked out your colors on your blurry image. Bring that bad boy into painter and use THAT as your guide to figure out what colors to keep and which to throw away. 

You can see in the screen shots that I only keep a small handful of colors to work with. And yet, the image comes out just fine. Trust me here. If you try to use every color in that pallet, you will end up with pixel mud and the digital art fairies will come and eat your socks.  Keep it simple.

If your worried about not getting the range of color you need, remember you can use the eye dropper tool as you work to select mid tone colors based on what your painting to add to your pallet. And you always have your image to pull from later if you really need to. 

Now then.. back to your newly trimmed down pallet. Here is where things are pretty much the same the world over. You're going to select your darkest dark color  and very loosely and -lightly- laying down areas of color based upon your blurry image.

Remember to keep the opacity of your brush set low. You don’t want too much color getting slapped down at once.. the idea is to let the colors build on themselves to help provide the full range of mid tone colors that should be present. 

***Note*** all colors need their own layer. You will blend them together later. If your working in painter that is.. I’m too sure how you would do that in Photoshop. In painter, make sure your 'pick up underlying color' option is UNCHECKED for these steps, you turn it on again when you’re finished blocking in color. 

Then go for your mid tone color, this helps to begin building a good range of darks, mid darks and light darks to pull from as you paint. As I mentioned above, you can select a color right from your image as you work that way, giving you a more accurate palette. 

From there, go to your mid light color.. all the while, you're keeping your brush opacity low and building up color as you work, following the guide you made from the blurry image.

When you are satisfied with your initial blocking in of color and are ready to apply a base blend to bring it all together a bit better, you have several options at this point. You can do what I do ( if you’re using the fine oils)  and drop your brush opacity down to about 10 to 16 % , turn its ‘bleed’ up to around 24 to 27 % and bring the brush ‘feature’ UP to around 5.6 to 6.0 . This creates a nice ‘dry brush’ blending effect that serves to meld the colors together without muddying things up too much.

OR.

You can use Painters native blending tools located within the same menu as your brushes. 

Select the ‘Blenders’ Icon. (It looks like a pencil blending stump) and then to the right of that as you know, you select the variant of that brush.. meaning how you want that brush to look.. Which blender you want it to mimic. I'm not going to get into all the brushes and their variants folks. Sorry. That’s what the manual is for. This thing is too long already. 

Make your sketch layers invisible, and just to be safe, bring them both to the top of the layer list. Now you are going to RE-Check the ‘pick up underlying colors’ box and, with your blender picked and adjusted to where you want it.. begin blending in your colors. 

Don’t be afraid of getting outside the lines here folks.. just work the colors together slowly, gradually defining a basic ‘shape’ with the strokes of your brush. Your edges can be cleaned up later or just painted the hell over.. So it wont matter one way or another if you’re neat or not. You can tell by my progress shots that I'm not exactly Martha Stewart myself. 

Once your blend is done you’re going to do something you need to do a LOT of in painter. –SAVE-. That’s right people. Save often and incrementally. You will thank me someday, trust me. 
The next thing you’re going to do once you have your first blend looking respectable, is to group only the layers you have painted on together, then drop them to the canvas. I’ll be honest here. Most of the time, at this point.. I feel the need to tidy some edges up a bit here and there. Nothing major, just the one paint stroke that decided to move to Alaska and the other one that seems to be trying to eat its way off the canvas.. 

THIS is what I use Photoshop for. I believe I maintain far greater control over my layers within Photoshop and so it is there that I will tidy, then merge the layers that need to be merged.. save the image again, then re-open it in painter to begin working again. That’s MY method. I’m not saying it’s the best method or the one you should follow.. its just.. well.. mine. 

Then its back into painter.. now you are going to block in your darker mid tones ( remember, at this point, you should now have your ‘Pick up underlying color’ box UN-checked once more) gradually leading into your lighter mid-tones. Use these to define muscle mass and structure not detail. Then it’s the same as above only this time, Recheck your pick up underlying colors box, and blend. 
This method is true for the entire process. Once you have your image worked up to your lightest colors and its looking much the same as your blurry photograph then its time to blend the entire painting as it stands and move on to the details. 
Now you can make all your layers visible (except your sketch, if you’re still using it at this point. I usually am) And re-check the pick up visible layers box and slowly begin the blending of the base figure. When you are satisfied with your results, its time to clean up your edges, save under a new name (or number, whatever) and pat yourself on the back. You’re halfway to home.  Sorta. *g*
Moving right along, we switch out our old blurry image for the original photograph to use as our detailing guide. As you start to add in your detail darks, mid tones and highlights, I want you to vary the size of your brush.. Typically you will go smaller and smaller the finer the detail gets. Try to keep that in mind as you work. Its always easier to add more paint than to take it away once its down. The Undo is wonderful, but not all powerful. 
Its usually at this point when I start to blend a little as I go. I used to lay down my color in dab-like strokes until a friend suggested a better way ( thanks Melba!) Now, I lay my color down in dots and small lines. I’ll add a few dots ( larger sized ones at this point as I am defining –overall- details now, not minute ones.) then switch my brush over to 0 opacity and adjust the settings to those mentioned above, and blend lightly.. then add more dots and lines.. and blend.. and.. Rinse, repeat. 
You’re going to work in this manner from here on out. You will be changing the size of your brush as you go.. smaller to larger to smaller depending on where you’re working ( I work in small patches at a time) You will also be changing the paint opacity. You’re intensifying color here, so boosting it up a bit here and there would be a good thing. Play with it a bit, as well as the ‘bleed’ setting.. You’d be surprised at some of the results you can get just by ‘tinkering’ 
Don’t be afraid to try other brushes. I got tired of brushing in hair, so I used the ‘flat oil’ brush and just sort of ‘chunked’ it on there for a while. I didn’t go back to my usual Fine Oils 20 brush until random shape and detail were needed. 

Its also around this point when I start pondering a background. ( I'm really REALLY bad about that folks. Do NOT use me as an example here, do us all a favor on that one. Trust me.) I knew I didn’t want to add water because it was distracting and frankly I was feeling too lazy to bother. :P  As it was, I settled for grabbing my ‘Feathered Oils” variant of my oils brush, and picked a few peachy pink tones from my subjects skin, and a nice shady blue color taken from the shadow tone on his roughed in shorts. 
And a few minuets of happy playtime later, presto! One nice, complimentary background :) *pats self*

IT was shortly after adding said background though that I began to notice that something was bugging me. A Lot. 
Took me a while to figure out what it was, too( I hate that) .. then it hit me. This was a portrait. It’s primary focus was the child.. And yet... here he sat, in this vast open… space. All that extra room made you want to look around a bit... see if you missed something. Which means attention was being taken away from my subject. Not. Good. 

So! I followed another Stacyish ‘tried and true’ rule O thumb.

“When in doubt, crop it out” 

Yes yes yes.. I KNOW I just spent the better part of a couple hours/ days/ weeks painting all that IN there.. but if its not –working- then what’s the point of keeping it? I’m sure as hell not going to want to KEEP it in that condition, and the only way I'm willing to continue to work on it, is if I can manage to adjust the focus of the image to fall where it is intended. Upon the –subject- 

So! Snip Snip.. and Presto! A happy Stacey smiles at her work, and gets her ass back to painting. And all I am doing at this point, is refining the image in the exact same manner I described above. While I like a good portrait.. I don’t tend to like things to be terribly smooth or super detailed. My goal here is for my work to resemble the photograph, not compete with it.

I like to see my hand in the painting. I like knowing there’s a little bit of ME in there, and I LIKE that it looks like a painting.. I mean, if it didn’t, why BOTHER painting it? Just keep the damned photo and call it a day. Yeesh. 

So! There you have it. Not the best tutorial on the planet, granted. But my first painting tutorial ( and very likely my last.. good LORD what a pain) and it was the very best I could do at the time. I hope someone out there finds it a least somewhat useful :)

Happy painting!

Regards,

-Stace- 

