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Portraits
KS2 Art

To improve mastery of art and design 

techniques, including drawing with a 

range of materials

Curriculum objective
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What is a ‘portrait’?

A portrait is a painting, photograph, sculpture, or other artistic 

representation of a person with a focus on their face. 

Facial expressions are important and can display an obvious or 

hidden message. 

The purpose and aim of a portrait is to display the likeness, 
personality, and even the mood of the person.
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What famous portraits do you already know about?

Do you have any portraits at home, or do we have any at school? 

Have you ever drawn, or painted anybody before?



13

www.grammarsaurus.co.uk

Famous portrait 1 – The Mona Lisa

The Mona Lisa is a portrait of the wife of a Florentine official painted by 

Leonardo Da Vinci. At the time, having a portrait painted was a sign of 

position and status in society. It was painted at some point between 

1503 and 1519.

The Mona Lisa represents happiness. 

It is reported the painting is unfinished. The subject of the painting has 

no clearly visible eyebrows or eyelashes. It is believed that it could be 

that they gradually disappeared over time, or because of over cleaning. 

Or, is this because it is unfinished? No one really knows! 

What do you notice in this painting?
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Famous portrait 2 – Girl with a Pearl Earring 

It was painted by Johannes Vermeer in 1665. The identity of the model for 
Vermeer’s Girl is unknown. Vermeer is recognised as a master of light, who 
specialised in painting women in sparse domestic interiors.

His paintings are all mysterious – Vermeer enjoyed teasing the viewer and 
withholding meaning. At the time it was painted, it was seen not as a portrait, 
but a type of picture known as a tronie. A tronie is a study of someone’s head 
and shoulders dressed in exotic clothing. The girl is wearing a turban: it gives 
the painting an oriental feel.

Some critics think the girl is a timeless and mysterious figure from the Bible. 
The girl wears an impossibly big pearl earring, which is too big to be worn in 
reality, which adds to the mystery and make-believe.

What do you notice in this art work?
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Hints and tips to a perfect portrait!

1. If you can, take a good photo of your subject outdoors, so you 

have better lighting and shadows. 

2. Ask them to pose naturally, so you have good facial expressions 

to work with. 

3. Start to sketch their face, paying close attention to the outline 

shape of their face, as shown opposite. 
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4. Next, split the head shape into 4 drawing a vertical line half 
way down the face shape and a horizontal line half way across the 

face. The horizontal line is where you will draw the eyes and the 

tops of the ears. 

5. Draw a line half way between the eye line and the chin:  
this is for the bottom of the ears and the nose.     

             

Draw another line a third of the way down from the nose:  

this is for the mouth.
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6. Start to add in detail of their eyes, nose, ears and mouth.   

Think carefully about their shape and sketch them in.   

You can change the shape as time goes on and you add more 

detail. Add in their hairline and think about how it touches and 

covers their face.

7. Start by painting the whites of their eyes, and then the pupils. 

8. Next, start to paint their face thinking carefully about skin tone 

and looking at where the colour changes where they have light or 

shadow on their face. 

9. Paint the lips – remembering like skin they are not all the exact 

same colour so use shades of one colour. 
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10. Now you can start to define facial detail a little more and add in 
tone and lighter colours. 

11. You may want to add depth to the eyes and some definition to 
the cheeks. 

12. Colour in the hair with some highlights where the light is 

hitting it. Finally, don’t forget to think about what is in the 

background of your portrait! 
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Thinking time 

1. Who could you paint? Why would you paint them?

2. What facial expressions would they have?

3. Where would you hang your portrait once it is complete?

4. What would your portrait tell others about this person? 
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Can you use close observation skills and sketching techniques to create a portrait?

Portrait of ____________________________     by _____________________

Portrait task - supported 
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Can you use close observation skills and sketching techniques to create a portrait?

Portrait of ____________________________     by _____________________

Portrait task

Task 

Challenge

Can you add some hidden meaning into your painting? 
Perhaps through facial expression or the use of objects in the portrait?

Using a photograph or a live model, complete a portrait of someone 
you know and love. 

Think about: 
- Facial features 
- Skin tone 
- Facial expressions
- Overall mood of the painting 
- Background colour 
- Materials – pencils, paint, watercolours, pens?


