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Drawing Realistic Faces
Step By Step

Introduction:
The Journey
Toward Realism
in Portrait
Drawing

Few  artistic  pursuits
are  as  rewarding—and
as  challenging—as
learning  the  art  of
drawing  realistic
faces step by step. A
face  is  not  merely  a
collection of features; it
i s  a  l a n d s c a p e  o f
emotion,  identity,  and
expression. The human
eye is naturally attuned
to  even  the  slightest
proportional  errors,
w h i c h  i s  w h y

portraiture  demands
patience,  observation,
a n d  a  s t r u c t u r e d
approach. Whether you
are a beginner picking
up a pencil  for  the first
time or an experienced
artist  looking  to  refine
y o u r  t e c h n i q u e ,
understanding  the
sequential  method
behind  realistic  face
drawing  is  essential.
This guide will walk you
through  a  detailed,
step  by  step  process
that  bui lds  a  so l id
foundation, helping you
capture  not  just  the
l i k e n e s s  o f  y o u r
subject,  but  the  life
within.

Drawing  a  face  that



looks truly real requires
more  than  talent—it
requires  a  systematic
method.  Artists  who
consistently  produce
lifelike portraits rely on
a  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
anatomical  knowledge,
careful  measurement,
a n d  d i s c i p l i n e d
shading. In this article,
we will break down the
p r o c e s s  i n t o
manageable  stages,
each building upon the
last,  so  that  you  can
approach  your  next
portrait with confidence
and  c la r i t y .  F rom
understanding  basic
proportions  to  adding
the  final  delicate
highlights, every step is
designed to move you
closer  to  the  portrait
you envision.

Understanding

Facial
Proportions:
The Blueprint of
Realism

Before  you  put  pencil
to paper, it is crucial to
internalize the standard
proport ions  of  the
human  face.  Whi le
every  face  is  unique,
there are general rules
that serve as a reliable
s ta r t ing  po in t  fo r
drawing  realistic
faces  step  by  step.
These  measurements
a c t  a s  a  g u i d e ,
ensuring  that  features
are  placed  correctly
before you invest time
in details.

The average adult face
can  be  divided  into
three  equal  horizontal
sect ions:  f rom  the
h a i r l i n e  t o  t h e
eyebrows,  from  the
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eyebrows  to  the  base
of  the nose,  and from
the base of the nose to
the bottom of the chin.
Vertically,  the  face  is
about  five  eye-widths
a c r o s s .  T h e  e y e s
t h e m s e l v e s  a r e
positioned  halfway
between the top of the
head  and  the  chin,  a
surprising fact for many
beginners. The corners
of  the  mouth  typically
align with the center of
the  pupils  when  the
sub ject  i s  look ing
straight  ahead.  The
bottom of the ears sits
roughly  level  with  the
base of the nose, while
the  top  of  the  ears
a l i g n s  w i t h  t h e
eyebrows.

Memor iz ing  these
p r o p o r t i o n a l
benchmarks  will  save
you countless hours of
frustration.  However,
remember  that  these
are guidelines, not rigid

laws.  Realism  comes
from  observing  your
specific  reference,
noting how the subject
dev iates  f rom  the
average, and adjusting
accordingly.  The  more
you  practice  drawing
realistic  faces  step
by  step ,  the  more
i n t u i t i v e  t h e s e
a d j u s t m e n t s  w i l l
become.

Gathering the
Right Tools for
Portrait
Drawing

While skill  is the most
important  ingredient,
h a v i n g  t h e  r i g h t
materials  makes  the
process  smoother  and
t h e  r e s u l t s  m o r e
pro fess iona l .  Fo r
drawing  realistic
faces  step  by  step,
you  do  not  need  an



expensive arsenal,  but
you  do  need  quality
essentials.

Recommended
Pencils and Their
Uses

H-grade pencils
(H, 2H, 4H): Hard
leads that create
light, fine lines.
Use these for
initial layout and
light sketching.
HB pencil: A
versatile middle
point. Perfect for
general drawing
and early
shading.
B-grade pencils
(B, 2B, 4B, 6B):
Soft leads that
produce dark,
rich tones. Use
these for
shadows, deep
lines, and
blending.

Paper and
Accessories

Smooth
drawing paper
(e.g., Bristol
board or hot-
press paper):
Ideal for detailed
work because it
holds fine lines
without excessive
texture.
Kneaded
eraser: A must-
have for lifting
graphite gently
and creating
highlights.
Blending tools:
Tortillons
(blending
stumps) or soft
cloths help
smooth gradients
and create
realistic skin
texture.
Reference
photo: A clear,
high-resolution
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image with
strong lighting
provides the best
foundation for
study.

Investing in these basic
tools  will  support  your
practice  of  drawing
realistic  faces  step
by step,  allowing you
to  layer  tones  and
c rea te  the  sub t le
transitions that make a
portrait feel alive.

Step 1: Start
with the Basic
Head Shape

Every  realistic  face
begins  with  a  simple
structure.  Resist  the
urge  to  jump  straight
into  drawing  eyes  or
lips.  Instead,  begin  by
establishing the overall
shape of the head. For
most  portraits,  the
head  can  be  simplified

into an oval or an egg
shape, slightly wider at
the top and narrower at
the chin.

Lightly  sketch  this
shape using an HB or
2H  pencil.  Keep  your
lines soft and erasable.
At  this  stage,  you are
not  committ ing  to
ou t l i nes ;  you  a re
mapping  terr itory.
Draw  a  vertical  line
down the center of the
ova l—th i s  i s  your
center  axis,  which
ensures  symmetry.
Then, draw a horizontal
line  halfway  between
the top of the head and
the  ch in.  Th is  l ine
marks  the  eye  level.
Add another horizontal
line  halfway  between
the  eye  line  and  the
c h i n  t o  m a r k  t h e
bottom  of  the  nose.
Finally,  draw  a  l ine
halfway  between  the
nose line and the chin
to  indicate  the  mouth



line.

Tip  for  beginners:
Hold your pencil at the
end and use your wrist
t o  c r e a t e  l o o s e ,
sweeping  motions.
Rigid, tight lines at this
stage  will  make  the
entire  process  harder.
The  goal  is  a  l ight,
adjustable  framework
that  gu ides  every
subsequent  step.

Step 2: Map the
Facial Features
Proportionately

With  the  basic  head
shape  and  guide  lines
in place, you can now
b e g i n  d r a w i n g
realistic  faces  step
by step by positioning
the  features.  Use  the
five-eye-width  rule:  the
face  is  approximately
five  eyes  wide,  with
one eye-width of space

between the two eyes,
and  one  eye-width  on
each side of the face.

L ight ly  sketch  the
shapes  of  the  eyes
along  the  eye  l ine.
Remember  that  the
inner  corners  of  the
eyes  align  with  the
sides of the nose. Next,
draw  the  nose  along
the nose line. The base
of the nose sits at this
line,  and  the  nostrils
are roughly as wide as
the  distance  between
the inner corners of the
eyes.  The  mouth  line
sits  between the  nose
and  ch in ,  wi th  the
corners  of  the  mouth
aligning with the center
of  each eye.  The ears
are placed between the
eye line and the nose
line, behind the jawline.

At  this  stage,  keep
every  mark  light  and
simple.  You  are  not
drawing  finished
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f ea tu res ;  you  a re
placing  blocks  that
represent  the  size,
angle,  and  location  of
e a c h  p a r t .  T h i s
proportional skeleton is
the  backbone  of  any
rea l is t ic  port ra i t .
Skipping or rushing this
phase  i s  the  most
common  mistake  in
drawing  realistic
faces step by step.

Step 3: Drawing
the Eyes with
Depth and
Expression

Eyes  are  often  called
the window to the soul,
and they are certainly
the focal point of most
portraits. To draw eyes
realistically,  you  must
unde r s tand  the i r
anatomy. An eye is not
a  flat  almond  shape;  it
is  a  sphere  set  within

t h e  e y e  s o c k e t ,
covered  by  the  upper
and lower eyelids.

Begin  by  refining  the
shape of the eye from
your  initial  block-in.
T h e  u p p e r  e y e l i d
typically  has  a  more
pronounced curve than
the lower lid. Draw the
iris as a perfect circle,
partially hidden by the
upper lid. Add the pupil
in the center of the iris.
Then,  layer  in  the
h i g h l i g h t s — s m a l l ,
bright spots where light
reflects  off  the  moist
surface  of  the  eye.
These  highlights  are
crucial  for  realism;
without  them, the eye
looks dull and lifeless.

Shade the iris carefully,
leaving  the  highlight
white. Use a sharp 2B
or  4B  pencil  for  the
darkest areas, such as
the pupil and the upper
lash line. The eyelashes



should  be  drawn  with
v a r i e d
pressure—thicker  at
the base and tapering
to  a  fine  point.  Do  not
d r a w  e v e r y  l a s h
individually;  suggest
the  l ash  l i ne  w i th
grouped  strokes  that
follow the curve of the
lid.

Remember  that  the
eyes are set back into
the skull. Adding subtle
shadow  around  the
inner corner of the eye
and  under  the  brow
bone  creates  depth.
Mastering the eye is a
major  milestone  in
drawing  realistic
faces step by step.

Step 4:
Constructing the
Nose and Mouth

The  nose  i s  o f t en
intimidating because it

projects  outward  from
the  face,  creat ing
complex  shadows.
B r e a k  i t  d o w n
geometrically:  think  of
t h e  n o s e  a s  a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  a
wedge (the bridge) and
a  ball  (the  tip).  The
nostrils are openings at
the base.

L ight ly  sketch  the
bridge  of  the  nose  as
two  parallel  lines  that
widen  slightly  at  the
bottom. Indicate the tip
with  a  soft  circle.  The
nostr i l s  should  be
drawn as small, curved
shapes  that  widen
toward  the  center  of
the  face.  Shading  is
what gives the nose its
t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l
form. Use a tortillon to
soften  the  shadow  on
the  side  of  the  nose
oppos i te  the  l ight
source. The area under
the  nose  and  around
the nostrils is generally
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the darkest part of this
feature.

The  mouth  is  another
feature  that  rel ies
heavily on value rather
than  outline.  The  lips
are bordered by subtle
ridges and soft  tissue.
Start  by  drawing  the
l ine  where  the  l ips
meet—this is the most
defined  line  of  the
mouth.  Then,  lightly
sketch  the  upper  lip,
which  typically  has  a
distinct  cupid's  bow
shape,  and  the  lower
lip,  which is fuller and
rounder. Do not outline
t h e  l i p s  h e a v i l y ;
instead,  build  their
shape  with  shading.
The lower lip often has
a  reflected  light  zone
near the bottom edge,
while  the  upper  l ip
slopes into shadow.

Step 5: Adding
the Ears and
Hairline

Ears  are  frequently
neglected, but they are
i m p o r t a n t  f o r
completing  a  realistic
p o r t r a i t .  T h e  e a r
attaches  behind  the
j a w l i n e ,  r o u g h l y
between  the  eye  line
and  the  nose  line.  It
has a complex internal
structure—the  helix
(outer  rim),  antihelix
(inner  ridge),  tragus
(small  bump  near  the
ear  canal),  and  lobe.
Simplify  the  ear  by
thinking of it as a series
o f  c u r v e d  s h a p e s
nested  within  each
other. Shade the inner
recesses  more  darkly,
and  leave  the  ridges
l i g h t e r  t o  c r e a t e
volume.

The hairline frames the



face  and  affects  the
overall  proportions.
D r a w  t h e  h a i r  a s
masses  of  value,  not
individual strands. Start
with the overall  shape
of the hair,  then layer
in  darker  shadows
where the hair recedes
or  overlaps.  Use  your
kneaded  eraser  to  lift
out  highlights  that
suggest  shine  and
texture .  Keep  the
edges  soft  where  the
hair  meets  the  skin,
especially  around  the
forehead and temples,
to avoid a "wig" effect.

Step 6: Building
Form with
Shading and
Values

This  is  where  your
portrait  begins  to  feel
r e a l .  S h a d i n g
transforms a flat sketch

i n t o  a  t h r e e -
dimensional  form.  In
drawing  realistic
faces  step  by  step,
shading  is  the  stage
where  patience  pays
the  most.

Identify the light source
in  your  reference.  All
shading  should  be
consistent  with  that
direction.  Begin  by
applying  a  light,  even
layer  of  graphite  over
the shadow side of the
face using a 2B pencil.
Use a tortillon to blend
this  base  tone  into  a
smooth  g rad ien t .
Gradually  build  darker
values  in  the  deepest
shadows—under  the
c h i n ,  i n  t h e  e y e
sockets, at the sides of
the  nose,  and  under
the lower lip. Use a 4B
or  6B pencil  for  these
a r e a s ,  b u t  a p p l y
pressure  gradually.

Pay  attention  to  the
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edges of your shadows.
Hard  edges  indicate  a
sharp change in plane,
w h i l e  s o f t  e d g e s
s u g g e s t  r o u n d e d
surfaces. The face has
both:  the  jawline  and
nose  b r i dge  have
harder edges, while the
cheeks  and  forehead
are  softer.  Alternating
between  sharp  and
blended edges is what
creates  the  illusion  of
skin, not just graphite.

Use  your  kneaded
eraser  to  pu l l  ou t
highlights  where  light

hits the face: the top of
the  brow  bone,  the
bridge of the nose, the
center of the forehead,
the  cheekbones,  and
the  lower  l ip .  Th is
t e c h n i q u e  a d d s
b r i g h t n e s s  a n d
contrast,  making  the
skin  look  luminous.

Step 7: Refining
Details and
Adding Texture

Once the main shading
is complete, zoom in on
the details. Use


