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P O R T R A I T  P A I N T I N G

The best ambition, 
in my opinion, is to have 
something in your life that 
you love doing so much that 
it brings you joy in itself.

“

JONATHAN
YEO

F R E E  S A M P L E  L E S S O N
# 1  I N T R O D U C T I O N
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01. Introduction

I started off not knowing anything about painting or portraits, having no formal 

training in art at all. I didn't go to art school. I have learnt by trial and error, 

mostly by making mistakes, with some occasional happy accidents that I have 

used to propel me forwards.

Alongside the physical act of painting, it is all the decisions you make along 

the way that  inf luence i t  too.  How you l ight  the  subject .  How you create 

a composition. How you choose and engage with the sitters. All these things 

seem peripheral when you're starting off and you only realise the importance 

of them over time.

I don’t pretend to be the best technical painter and, in some ways, really am in 

no position to tell anyone how to paint! A good art teacher will almost certainly 

be better at explaining the fundamentals of painting, perspective and colour 

theory. Equally you can no doubt find these things on YouTube, along with all 

kinds of painting guides and approaches from the conventional to the bizarre.

Certain skills can only be learnt by practise, especially when it comes to 

drawing a likeness, although you may be surprised how fast you pick it up 

with a little dedication. It’s also by practising and experimenting that you 

will evolve your own style (or styles). And sometimes following supposed 

‘rules’ can imply there’s a right and wrong way or approach, and slow down or 

prevent that evolution from happening.

The purpose of this course is to share some key insights into my practice 

from the past three decades of learning on the job. To hopefully impart some 

knowledge and exper ience of  the  many d i f ferent  aspects  of  my process , 

from materials and painting techniques, to choosing your sitters and how to 

engage and light them, how and when to use photography and other tools to 

compositional decisions and how I decide when a portrait is finished. You’ll 

even get to glimpse behind the scenes of an actual portrait sitting featuring 

Hollywood actor, Giancarlo Esposito.

All of which I hope might give you the confidence to start if you haven’t tackled 

portraits before, or inspire you to develop your technique, help save you time, 

and try new ideas and processes, if you are already practising. Some of these 

are things that I wish I'd known early on; in particular, what it's worth making 

the effort to really master, and some areas which are less important than you 

might think.

Some of my favourite paintings are still ones I did in the first decade of my 

painting career. But the more times I've rehearsed, the fewer that seem to go 

wrong and (sometimes) the less time it takes to capture the essence of a sitter. 

It is often much easier to please other people than to please yourself. This is 

a healthy thing. That’s where the impetus to improve comes from.

You don't have to worry about how accurate something is to get started. 

The real magic is in the doing of it, enjoying the meditative (and hopefully) 

pleasurable process of moving the paint around and not knowing quite how 

it's going to turn out. 
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Practise, trial and error, and the value of learning from mistakes are the most 

important aspects when improving your skills.

Focus on the process rather than perfection.

Decisions made during the painting process, such as lighting, composition, 

and engaging with subjects, greatly influence the outcome. 

Ask a friend or family member if they would be willing to ‘sit’ for you. Book in 

a day and a time and commit to it. Starting is the hardest part.

T A K E A W A Y S

.

.

.

E X E R C I S E

I have learnt by trial and error, 
mostly by making mistakes, 
with some occasional happy 
accidents that I have used 
to propel me forwards.

“
©

 Jonathan Yeo S
tudio
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L E A R N  P O R T R A I T  P A I N T I N G
W I T H  J O N A T H A N  Y E O

Join Jonathan as he opens the doors to his studio and teaches you all  about 

his approach to painting people’s portraits. From learning about different 

m a t e r i a l s  a n d  t e c h n i q u e s  to  f i n d i n g  t h e  r i g h t  l i g h t i n g  a n d  c o m p o s i t i o n , 

Jonathan’s course is designed to help you discover your own ar tistic style 

and paint portraits you’re proud of. 
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