
Colors drip and mingle in Fealing Lin’s painterly portraits. 
 Follow along as she demonstrates her process for layering 
big brushstrokes, transparent glazes and interesting shapes 
 to capture the spirit of her subjects.

By Kelly Kane

I fi rst got to know Fealing Lin around six years ago while working with 
her on an article about a series of Italian landscape paintings for our 
April 2006 issue. She and I had a chance to catch up recently and discuss 

her current fi gure work.

Kelly Kane: What I enjoy most about your work is the fresh color and sponta-

neous, unlabored washes, which are as evident in your fi gurative paintings as 

in your landscapes or city scenes. What are the secrets to your approach? 

Fealing Lin: Using large brushes and working upright at an easel, I paint with 

big brushstrokes and drippy washes, allowing the colors to mingle freely on the 

surface. Sticking to light values and transparent colors, I build up the fi gure with 

a series of glazes and overlapping shapes, keeping brushstrokes to a minimum 

in order to prevent the painting from looking overworked. 

KK: Painting with a limited number of brushstrokes takes confi dence. 

Can you tell me more about your process? 

FL: People always tell me that I make painting look easy, but there are 

hundreds of decisions to be made along the way; even I could never repeat 

the same process exactly from work to work. 

Simplify “In Before the Ceremony (watercolor on paper, 16x12), the challenge was to capture 
the detail on the subject’s busy costume,” says Lin. “I changed the pattern, which was covered 
in small fi gures, into an abstract design.

Fresh Faces
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In general, however, I keep the brushstrokes 

large, wet and spontaneous in the early stages, 

focusing on one area at a time. When I’m paint-

ing an eye, for example, I might start my stroke 

just above the eyebrow, then proceed through 

the brow to the area just below it, then move on 

to part of the eye socket and fi nish at the corner 

of the eye, never lifting my brush. 

KK: With the initial brushstrokes in place, 

do you then begin glazing?

FL: I work in stages, layering interesting shapes 

on top of one another to defi ne specifi c features 

or elements of the painting. Focusing on smaller 

and smaller shapes, I allow each layer to dry 

Captivate In Uighur Woman (above; watercolor on paper, 16x12), Lin says she 
attempted to capture the woman’s fl irtatious character. She painted this piece as 
a classroom demonstration for her students.

Intrigue Lin wants you to look at A. Kelly Pruitt (at right; watercolor on paper, 15x21) 
and wonder about the man under the cowboy hat. “He was a real horse trainer, writer 
and an outstanding oil painter who I met in Taos, New Mexico,” she says. “Sadly, he 
never saw this painting because he passed away before I fi nished it.”

Lin’s take on tools
Surface: My favorite paper is Fabriano 300-lb. hot-pressed, but 
I also use Canson paper for smaller fi gure paintings. I paint on 
a 12x16-inch block or 15x21-inch sheets most of the time.

Brushes: I’m not picky about brushes. I mostly use rounds in sizes 
that range from No. 10 to No. 16, and I have squirrel mops too.

Paints: My favorite brands are Holbein and Daniel Smith. I use only 
transparent colors, no black or white. My portrait and fi gure paint-
ing palette consists of cadmium yellow, cadmium orange, cadmium 
red light, alizarin crimson, raw sienna, burnt sienna, burnt umber, 
quinacridone gold, Hooker’s green, mineral violet, cerulean blue, 
turquoise blue and ultramarine blue.

Other supplies: I use a 3B pencil to draw the image on my water-
color paper. Once in a while I use liquid frisket to preserve a bit 
of light shining on a piece of jewelry or a few strands of hair.
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before going on to the next until I get the level 

of depth and detail I want. 

KK: How do you know when a painting is 

fi nished—to the point when you’ve built up 

enough detail to capture a likeness, but to add 

another stroke would be to go too far?

FL: It might take me a couple of hours, a couple 

days, a few weeks or even several months to 

fi nish a painting, depending on the image I’m 

working on, and luck. Regardless of how long it 

takes to complete, however, I spend more time 

looking at a piece afterward than I do paint-

ing it, because the truth is I don’t always know 

when a painting is fi nished. 

Studying the painting in different locations 

and under various lighting conditions provides 

me new perspective. Getting feedback from some-

one with a fresh pair of eyes—an artist friend or 

one of my advanced students—also proves help-

ful. In the end, however, if I have a general feeling 

of satisfaction when I look at it, it’s usually done.

KK: How do you choose images to paint? 

What kinds of subjects inspire you?

FL: Dramatic lighting and faces that show 

character, particularly those with interesting 

light and shadow patterns, catch my attention. 

Hats, glasses, jewelry or any other compelling 

accessory or costume all add to the appeal.
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KK: Do you generally sketch from life 

or do you work from photos?

FL: I paint live models from time to time 

and sketch fi gures at the airport when I’m 

waiting to catch a fl ight, but most of the 

time I work from photos.

KK: Although your painting style is quite 

loose, your faces are clearly representative. 

Do you draw the image on your paper fi rst 

or do you paint directly?

FL: I like to capture the likeness of my 

model, so I draw my images carefully fi rst, 

using a 3B pencil.

portrait in progress By Fealing Lin

I always strive to be open and direct when I paint. I constantly squint 
my eyes to generalize the shapes, leaving the facial features and other 
details for last. Follow along as I demonstrate my process for painting 
this portrait of Iris, the beautiful daughter of a couple of students from 
one of my Yosemite National Park outdoor classes.

2. Apply the Light-Value Wash
I set up my easel at a steep 70-degree angle, 
which allows the colors to run and mingle when I 
apply a light-value wash over the pencil lines and 
the background using the wet-into-wet method.

1. Draw the Likeness
To start, I carefully draw the image with a 3B pencil, making sure that 
the pencil lines are dark enough to sustain the fi rst wash of color. I add 
small dots of frisket for the spots of light in the cap’s closure ribbon 
and the ribbon’s shadow.

Reference Photo

Wonder Of the subject of Blueberry Girl (watercolor 
on paper, 12x16), Lin says, “I was struck by the little 
girl’s expression. I couldn’t help but wonder what was in 
her thoughts. For this piece, I think the landscape format 
worked better than a traditional portrait format.”
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KK: In addition to rendering specifi c facial 

features, painting skin tones can be another 

challenge for artists approaching the fi gure. 

How do you deal with fl eshtones and shadow 

colors in the face?

FL: Fleshtones are predominately warm, but 

I like to include a bit of blue-green or violet 

in some areas for interest. When the form and 

plane of the face change, the temperature of the 

colors will change, so, for example, I’ll make the 

front part of a cheek warmer than the side.

I also use contrasting or complementary 

colors to draw the viewer’s eye. I might put red 

and green next to each other in the corner of an 

eye for effect or to draw attention to my center 

of interest.

KK: What other advice would you offer to an 

artist just getting started with fi gure painting 

or portraiture?

FL: All art is abstract. When you’re painting 

the fi gure, you have to break down your sub-

ject into shapes, not look at it and see “nose,” 

“eyes,” “mouth.” 

In general, my advice is: study design, make 

good shapes and always return to the basics. 

[See Lin’s “3 Tenets of a Good Shape” on page 50.]

KK: You’ve engaged in a variety of creative 

pursuits all your life—writing, drawing, dancing 

and singing—but followed a very different 

career path for a time. What eventually led you 

to painting, and watercolor in particular?

FL: I trained to be a dentist, as was our family 

tradition. When my two sons were born, I 

reassessed the values and goals I had for my 

life. I signed up for some art and vocal tech-

nique classes at Pasadena City College and was 

immediately inspired by my fi rst watercolor 

teacher Verna Wells. Ultimately, I abandoned 

4.  Complete the Facial Features and Details
To round out the facial features and clarify details, I place my darkest 
values, then erase the frisket and do any necessary touch-ups. I use a 
craft knife to scrape thin lines into the girl’s hair to fi nish Iris (watercolor 
on paper, 16x12).

3. Create the Light and Shadow Pattern
I use light-medium values to shape the light and 
shadow patterns (both cast and form shadows). 
Cast shadows can be rendered with hard edges, 
but form shadows need softened edges.
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my spirit to a world where nobody can reach 

me, a very joyful, fulfi lling place.  

KELLY KANE is editor of Watercolor Artist.

Get an exclusive sneak peek at some of Fealing 
Lin’s new landscape work at www.artistsnetwork.
com/medium/watercolor/lin-landscape-gallery.
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Watercolors 

1. start simple

2. layers add depth and richness

3. Golden Means=tick-tack-toe = center of interest placement

 

4 . provide a path from the center of interest throughout the picture plane and back to the 

center of interest 

5. complimentary colors, when mixed, can create mud

6. decide whether to go more warm or cool to escape from the mud area of the color wheel

7. Watercolors

8. wet all colors before starting

9. keep your water clean . ... .two containers are better than one

10. Squeeze your brush. Do not wring or twist your brush hair

11. contras t  is your friend ( color, intensity/value, size, detail, etc.)

12. start with the weaker /lighter color

13. paint with the tip of the brush

14. sharp edge-soft edge is a very strong technique to master





NAME:	  
Watercolor	  Portrait	  Self	  Evaluation	  

1) What	  is	  your	  color	  scheme?

2) List	  the	  colors	  you	  used	  in	  your	  portrait:

3) What	  4	  watercolor	  techniques	  did	  you	  use	  and	  where?	  EXPLAIN	  each:
1)	  

2)	  

3)	  

4)	  

4) What	  elements	  of	  art	  and	  principles	  of	  design	  did	  you	  use?	  DISCUSS	  color,	  value,
texture	  and	  at	  least	  two	  more.

5) How	  did	  you	  show	  creativity	  and	  originality?	  What	  fine	  details	  did	  you	  add?	  Did
you	  paint	  decorative	  or	  abstract	  elements?	  Did	  you	  use	  a	  technique	  in	  a	  new	  way?
Did	  you	  use	  additional	  media?	  EXPLAIN.

6) EXPLAIN	  what	  you	  think	  is	  successful	  about	  your	  portrait.	  What	  did	  you	  do	  well?

7) What	  would	  you	  like	  to	  improve	  on	  if	  you	  did	  this	  assignment	  again?




