
The Art of Change:

The BP Portrait Award 

By Tanya 

The three-day summer school at the National 

Portrait gallery in August was an opportunity to 

flourish in a creatively stimulating environment. With 

feedback from the artists, lots of constructive 

criticism and through communicating with other 

fellow creatives, my work improved immensely. The 

key thing I noticed in three days was gradual 

change. My portrait came together slowly but surely. 

The BP Portrait Award is an international portrait 

painting competition and has attracted over 40,000 

entries worldwide. The Award is aimed at 

encouraging artists to focus upon and develop 

portraiture in their work. The summer school that I 

was involved in aims to develop the creative skills 

of its participants and offers talks hosted by 

previous winners of the award.  

The first day involved first-hand observational 

sketching. We were introduced to our subject – a 

dancer – who sat and posed for us. Sketching him 

from all possible angles proved to be a challenge. 

His work as a dancer meant that his features were 

well–defined, which made us, the artists, more 

attentive to fine detail. We experimented with 

various techniques, such as drawing without 

looking at the page and using different materials 

such as chalk and charcoal.  

Getting to know the dancer and talking to him helped 

us to literally, and figuratively, build a “better picture” 

of him. As explained by the artists, knowing your 

subject is key to producing a portrait of them. The 

aim is to capture their aura and personality as well as 

their outward appearance. Reference photographs 

were taken for us to choose from later when it came 

to making our portraits.  

The next two days were filled with talks from the artists who had won the BP Portrait 

Award in previous years. They explained their inspiration and the process behind 

their works shown in the exhibition. Artists Alastair Adams and Shawn McGovern 

explained how they took rough sketches of their subjects in four-hour sittings before 



they came to their final product, which often involved building on layers of paint and 

experimenting with unconventional materials. 

 

My portrait took a total of 8 hours to 

complete. It started off as a basic sketch 

with a bit of structural shading, but the 

primary sketch underwent lots of criticism. I 

was advised to squint in order to see the 

definite shades of light and dark and to 

stand back to observe proportions. Each 

artist gave me a piece of new feedback 

and reinforced how it was important not to 

be too cautious, but to instead get straight 

into making the portrait. 

The next stage involved adding a “wash” of colour using acrylic paint. We had to pay 

special attention to the variations of light and dark and define these tones. The 

following stages included building up the layers. A dark background was used to 

accentuate the features of the model, and then filling in the striking details of the eye 

was the most rewarding part as it created a striking flair to his gaze and character. 

 

The whole process sometimes felt like a 

race against the clock but my work 

transformed immensely in a short period 

of time. Making a portrait is a little like 

“mapping”; everything you do inevitably 

leads onto another thing, but without 

correcting the previous stage you cannot 

move on.

 

 

 

The picture to the left shows the full range 

of talent that took part in my workshop – 

everybody took home something valuable 

(not to mention the portraits themselves).  

In my view, the art of change emerges 

gradually with perseverance, the right mind-

set and with immersing yourself in 

something you truly enjoy.




