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Drawing & Painting the NOSE 
 

“The nose stands out well from the face with four surfaces exposed. 
• The upper surface: The bridge (an up plane, usually in light) 
• The two sides which contain the wing of the nostril (upper lateral ligament - makes a sort of roof 

on the side of the nose) 
• The base (a down plane, usually in shadow, often triangular in shape)  

Other parts of the nose to know about… 
•  The Glabella - the space between the eyebrows and above the nose. It is slightly depressed, and joins    
the two superciliary ridges. 
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 Images & info on pages 2-6 is from Master Class 
in Figure Drawing by Robert Beverly Hale 
 
Massing the Nose 
Artists have very simple ways of 
blocking the planes of the nose. Here 
is an example of how Durer may have 
visualized it. With the light coming 
from above left we can clearly see in 
this blocked-up head the darkened 
down (A) and side (B) planes, as well 
as the light-struck up (C) planes of the 
nose.  
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  Five Studies by Benvenuto Cellini. Historically it was not uncommon to spend considerable time 
studying each individual element of a figure to fully understand it. This was certainly the case during the 
Renaissance, when Cellini came of age. Juliette Aristides,  Lessons in Classical Drawing. 
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Handout from Class with Judith Carducci at Portrait Society of America Conference in Chicago, 2000 
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Common Mistakes when Drawing or Painting the NOSE 
 

• Running a highlight down the whole length of the nose. In reality, you will never see a highlight 
running all the way down the nose from the bridge to the tip. Avoid the temptation to stylize your 
subject.   

• Definition lacking at the junction of the nose and the forehead.  In reality, you will not see a 
nose come straight down from the forehead without a shift in plane.   

• Making black holes in nostrils We all picked up the habit when we were in school. Make the nostril 
holes less prominent in your drawings. If you are painting, mix warm red colors. Remember that all 
the openings in the head (ears, mouth, nostrils) are warm.   

• Making the shadows too dark Often when you learn how to draw faces, another common mistake is 
to overemphasize the shadows under or beside the nose too solid or too dark. Shadows are 
supposed to be transparent and luminous. Underplaying shadows is always a good idea; making 
them too dark or crisp will create a black hole in the face and destroy the form.   

Extending the shadow from the nose onto the lip Doing this may make your subject look like they 
have a mustache. Avoid this by lowering the lighting above the head so there won't be a long shadow cast 
over the upper lip. If you are copying from a photograph with this kind of lighting, modify the shadow cast 

from the nose over the upper lip to avoid the problem.. 
Taken from    http://www.explore-drawing-and-painting.com/how-to-draw-faces.html 
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Why do the Noses in My Portraits Look Like Inverted Spoons? 
 
Painting portraits is considered to be the artist’s last frontier, but the beginner may make the mistake of paying 
insufficient attention to noses in favour of eyes and mouths because noses have the same skin colour as the rest 
of the face. Furthermore, the artist’s dilemma of dealing with the nose’s foreshortening effect may result in a 
nose that looks lopsided or having edges that don’t exist 
 
Common Mistakes in Painting NosesThe most common error the beginner in 
portraiture and figure painting is delegating the nose as virtually invisible, in preference to the other facial 
features. When the portrait is finished, however, the artist may discover the importance of the nose, in that it 
holds the rest of the portrait together. The artist may make the mistake of thinking the eyes or the mouth is 
wrong, where in fact, the problem lies with the nose. The following practices should be avoided: 
• Painting the nose as a tubular form with two nostrils at the bottom 
• Illustrating the nose in a linear way and giving edges to the nose that don’t exist 
• Painting the nose as pointing to the viewer, whereas the rest of the face is at an angle 
• In an attempt to illustrate the nose’s extension when in foreshortening, illustrating the nose as side-on, despite 

the face facing the viewer, making the nose appear wonky 
• Painting the nose as central to the face, even though the face is at an angle, making it appear to be off-centre 
• Painting only the bottom of the nose, forgetting the bridge of the nose between the eyes 
 
 
How to Paint Noses in Portraits 
In order to get to grips with painting noses, the following exercises and practices will help: 
• Practice painting or drawing long objects in foreshortening, which means pointing straight at the viewer. A 
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finger, a clothes peg or spoon would be ideal. This exercise help the artist override the temptation to 
illustrate the length of the object, even though it cannot be seen 

• Pay special attention to nostrils. Far from being two round holes, they can appear flattened, or tadpole-shaped. 
Nostrils are not always visible from certain angles. 

• The contours of the nose should never be illustrated in a linear way. The nose is often merely a series of 
vague and subtle patches of light and shadow 

• Take note of different nose shapes. They can be thin, tapered, conical or bulbous. An ideal nose doesn’t exist 
• Some noses have a slightly different hue to the rest of the face, particularly at the base 
• Pay special attention to the bridge of the nose between the eyes. Some artists make the mistake of thinking 

the eyes are wrong, where in fact the shadows around the bridge of the nose might need tweaking. Deep 
shadows often reside in this area if the light is oblique and can give the portrait expression 

• Resist falling into the trap of painting the nose as full on, where the rest of the face is at an angle 
Paint Tips and Techniques for Noses 
 
If the artist wishes to produce a portrait from a photograph, a clear and good quality image is essential. The 
facial features must not be bleached out by a flash or bright light. In fact, side-lit will bring out the contours of 
the face, particularly the nose. Never use lines to illustrate the nose, but abstract shapes in tone and colour. If the 
portrait is not working quite right, turning the photograph upside down and completing the painting upside 
down too, will help reboot the brain and see the image in a new way. Remember to turn the image the right way 
up again now and then, to make sure the portrait is working as planned. 
 
http://rachel-shirley.blogspot.com/2010/02/why-do-noses-in-my-portraits-look-like.html 
 

 



 12 



 13 



 14 



 15 



 16 



 17 



 18 

 
 


