


“I stumbled somewhat haphazardly 
Into becomIng an artIst after I got 
my degree In the musIc busIness,”
says Texas native Joshua LaRock, recalling that growing up he had 
always been interested in making art, but was simply not aware of 
much art or art history. “I had taken some drawing and painting 
courses in high school and college, but nothing too intentional, and 
I hadn’t yet discovered the underground atelier movement, or that 
there were even living artists painting in the representational manner. 
My only real connection to oil painting had been watching Bob Ross 
on PBS,” he admits unabashedly, “and while I rarely painted along, I 
would come home after school and try not to miss an episode.” 

Teaching himself
Realizing that the music biz wasn’t for him, LaRock took an intern-
ship at a management/record label in Virginia, which yielded the 
opportunity to check out east coast art schools most notably, the 
renowned New York atelier of Jacob Collins. Encouraged by Collins 
to do a cast drawing when the fledgling artist returned home to 
Houston, he did just that. “It took me several months to figure out 
just how— using books and the Internet,” he remembers, “but I 
finally completed a drawing of Michelangelo’s David’s ear, sent a 
copy to Jacob, and more than any sense of its quality, or even my 
skills at that point, I believe it was my determination and seriousness 
that led him to accepting me.” 

Having discovered his niche in the art world, LaRock eagerly 
moved to New York to study with Collins for 
three years, and in 2009 joined the ranks of 
the Grand Central Academy (GCA) faculty 
alongside his former teacher. “Jacob’s ability 

In a recent five-day workshop, 
Joshua laRock offered 
students problem-solving tools 
for painting luminous portraits 
in the classical tradition.
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to explain technical processes and 
ideas is unmatched today,” he says 
about his mentor. By all accounts, 
LaRock, also a much respected, clas-
sically realist painter, is a similarly 

inspirational instructor. Participants 
at his sold-out workshops consis-
tently marvel at his ability to unveil 
the mysteries and acquired concepts 
of what he calls “indirect portrait 

aBove: Laura In 
Black (oil on linen, 

20x16)
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painting from life,” as evidenced 
recently at a five-day workshop in 
his New York studio, where via daily 
demos and articulate commentary 
he coached 15 students through the 
stages of creating luminous portraits.

The poRTRaiT as shapes, 
lighT and volume

“The human figure is so captivating 
and challenging, and most accessible 
to the viewer as well,” explained 
LaRock at the outset “We are, to 
ourselves, our most interesting sub-
jects. The figure provides so much 
opportunity for emotion, meaning 
and storytelling, but also from a 
physical, tactile standpoint, there is 
little else as beautiful as light falling 
on flesh.”

Positioning the model to best 
advantage of that glorious light, 
LaRock fostered a congenial and 
enlightening atmosphere, encour-
aging discussion while he began 
a block-in drawing. “We bring so 
much psychological baggage to 
looking at a face that it can be dif-
ficult to get around that and see a 
portrait more simply as shapes, light, 
volume,” he offered at one point. 

“The features, in particular the 
eyes, seem so important that they 
become sort of a black hole of atten-
tion when drawing and painting, 
at the expense of everything else.” 
Advising that it’s a good rule to treat 
the cheek, chin, and forehead as 
being just as important and inter-
esting as the eyes, nose and mouth, 
he explained: “Too often we place 
these features without considering 
the bone structure that holds them 
up. Beyond that, getting a true like-
ness comes down to being extremely 
observant to small breaks in con-
tours and shapes, as well as being 
incredibly connected to the surface 
form in a tactile rather than flat way.” 

dRawing fRom life
That first morning, students wit-
nessed LaRock render a delicate 
drawing in graphite and white chalk 
on toned paper, and following suit, 
began drawing their choice of two 

problem solvIng 
by Joshua LaRock 

master drawing: Learn to put 
aside assumed ideas of what you 
are looking at  and educate your 
eyes enough to see what is actu-
ally in front of you. the maxim is 

“Draw what you know, rather than 
what you think you see”. 

To begin the drawing, think 
in two dimensions: flatten the 
portrait as if looking at it through 
a window (the picture plane) and 
tracing on the surface of the glass.

1. PoInt ReLatIonsHIPs: analyze 
where one landmark is relative to 
many others, the tear duct to the 
edge of the nostril, for instance. 
You may use two established 
points to locate a third in what is 
often known as “triangulation”.

2. tILts: think carefully about 
the angles of relationships. are 
the eyes perfectly horizontal or 
tilted slightly one way? the nose 
and mouth should also be at the 
same tilt as the eyes.

3. sHaPes: attempt to see the 
shapes that make up the features, 
and, of extreme importance, do 
not ignore the shapes around the 
features that make up the cheek, 
forehead, chin, etc. abstracting 
these shapes often helps you 
observe more acutely and the por-
trait then becomes an interlocking 
puzzle. attempt to see “a bird” 
for the combined shadow shape 
of the nose and eye, or “a car-
toon man in profile” for the light 
shape of the cheek, as examples. 

4. ComPaRatIve measuRes: 
use a pencil or paint brush, held 

at arms length, perpendicular 
to your line of sight, to measure 
various proportions and compare 
them to others. I always begin by 
judging that the distance from 
the chin to the tear duct is almost 
always the same as the distance 
from the tear duct to the top of 
the head. I establish this as an 
anchor point, calling it the verti-
cal half. 

now think in the round: the 
flattened portrait, now in proper 
proportion, can be further under-
stood and refined by imagining 
it in three dimensions. try to re-
create an imagined space behind 
the canvas or paper.

work with values by working 
with form: this is perhaps the 
most vital method for analyzing 
value, and the most difficult to 
fully grasp. In short, consider only 
the fact that the planes, which 
are more perpendicular to the 
direction of your light source, are 
brighter in value than planes, 
which are less perpendicular— 
and forget almost everything else 
you think you are seeing. Please 
don’t misunderstand me! the 
phenomenon of light on form is 
more complex than this (not least 
of which is understanding the 

“highlight”), but thinking about 
this physical truth will take you a 
long way in your ability to refrain 
from the improper practices of 
copying values one for one and 
copying what you perceive as 
local contrasts.
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models’ poses. Working his way 
from easel to easel, he proffered such 
pointers as: “Be a pure observer; put 
aside assumed ideas of what you are 
looking at. Break down what you see 
into abstract lines and shapes and stay 
away from features. Learn to see your 
drawing as a sculpture, modeling as 
if your pencil is a chisel and you are 
chipping away at stone.” 

Stressing good drawing as the 
foundation, he allotted the better part 
of two days for students to complete 
their sketches. By day three, having 
completed an oil transfer (raw umber 
slathered on the reverse side of a pho-
tocopy of the image, placed face up 

over a toned canvas and outlined with 
a pen), we were all set to begin the 
next step.

painTing in layeRs
Poised to start the painting demo, 
LaRock explained that an “indirect” 
oil method was distinct from alla 
prima, or wet-in-wet. “Done in layers, 
it can achieve wonderful and subtle 
effects by the use of semi-transparent 
veils of paint,” he explained while set-
ting up his palette (see pagel xx) and 
launching into “dead coloring” (the 
underpainting).  

“An advantage of the first pass 
is that you can put something down 

without the pres-
sure of making 
it perfect right 
away,” he said. 

“The aim is to create a thin, neutral-
ized rendering of the final portrait—a 
broad under painting that establishes 
graphic light and dark patterns, form, 
and color.” 

Working diligently for three 
hours, LaRock transformed his can-
vas. Having completed the first pass, 
he turned to be met with spontane-
ous applause from a transfixed audi-
ence. Setting the canvas aside to dry 
overnight, he again made the rounds 
helping students solve their individual 
issues and, given permission, painting 
directly on their canvases by way of 

“show and tell.”

noT simply whaT we see
The following morning, expanding 
upon the previous days foundation, 

aBove: Thirst (oil 
on linen, 8x10))

“Learn to see your drawing as a sculpture, 
modeling as if your pencil is a chisel and you 
are chipping away at stone.” Joshua Larock
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From Darkness, Lightdemo

By Joshua LaRock

1

4

5 6

2 3

most PeRPenDICuLaR PLane

PLanes tuRnIng 
awaY fRom 
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sTep one: Diagram of light on form: 
planes facing the light are bright in 
value, darkening as they turn away.

sTep Two: Preparatory drawing in 
graphite and white chalk on toned 
paper. aBove: Kelly (oil on linen, 16x14)

sTep ThRee: transferred drawing to 
canvas and neutral underpainting.

sTep fouR: finished underpainting 
after day one. Brightest lights are 
exaggerated for future glazing.

sTep five: thicker paint on day two:  
lighter lights, darker darks.

sTep six: glazes and scumbles refine the 
form, painting surface and color.ine, 16x14).
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LaRock began by using slightly 
thicker layers of paint, darker darks; 
he simultaneously launched into a 
discussion on values. “We cannot 
recreate the illusion of three dimen-
sions by trying to copy the values we 
see. Reality has a far greater value 
range than anything we can attempt 
to match with our pigments on 
canvas. The highlight on a nose, for 
instance, is many times brighter than 
the whitest titanium oil. Similarily, 

ivory black is still not as black as the 
entire absence of light in a dark cav-
ern or jet-black hair in shadow. So 
we must submit to that limitations of 
our medium and learn to make value 
decisions from another angle, namely 
by understanding how light interacts 
with form.” (See sidebar, “Problem 
Solving Tools”). Building lights up to 
the brightest white, he further noted 
that glazing over these areas later on 
would make them more chromatic. 

Red umbeR 
michael haRding 

alizaRin cRimson 
michael haRding

magenTa 
michael haRding

genuine veRmilion 
Rublev

Raw umbeR 
michael haRding

TRanspaRenT  
oxide yellow 
michael haRding

yellow ochRe deep 
michael haRding

auReolin 
michael haRding

lead-Tin yellow 
Rublev

lead whiTe no. 2 
Rublev

viRidian 
michael haRding

ulTRamaRine blue 
michael haRding

cobalT violeT daRk 
michael haRding

van dyke bRown 
gamblin

ivoRy black 
williamsbuRg 

palette

maTeRials
brushes Rosemary & co. 
small to medium soft 
synthetic and bristle— 
mostly rounds.

canvas: oil primed belgium 
linen by artfix (84c)
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online:

visit his website at  
www.joshualarock.
com

glazing aT lasT
With LaRock’s demo close to being 
realized after the second pass, and 
students having kept pace on their 
own canvases, the final day was set 
aside for polishing, glazing and scum-
bling over the underlayers. Extolling 
the benefits of glazing, he emphasized 
that laying down transparent veils 
of paint on top of dried opaque lay-
ers unifies a painting—and interacts 
optically, which facilitates an lumi-
nous backlit glow (a signature of his 
own beautiful work). The studio was 
buzzing as everyone made finishing 
touches and reflected on the wealth 
of knowledge that had been shared. 
Student Shane Marie Forbes seemed 
to speak for all. ‘Finally,” she said “a 
clear roadmap to understanding!”

“no subsTiTue foR good 
dRawing”
Summing up afterward himself, 
LaRock had this to say: “So much of 
learning to make art is getting stu-
dents to ask the right questions and 
convincing them to let go of precon-

meet Joshua 
Larock  In 2012 the 
artist’s portrait submission 
of his wife, Laura, was 
celebrated as ‘deserving 
special attention’ during 
the historic america China 
oil Painting artists League 
(aCoPaL) exhibit at the 
Beijing world art museum. 
Reproductions of Laura 
became the best selling 
souvenir throughout the 
Chinese tour, and the art-
ist was commissioned to 
paint many other Chinese 
personalities including 
mrs. wang Limei, Director 
of the Beijing world art 
museum, and mr. Brian 
Lu, vice President and 
general manager of apple 
Inc. in greater China. 
this past June, another 
painting of the artist’s 
wife, Laura in Black was 
exhibited at the 2016 
BP Portrait award at the 
national Portrait gallery 
London.

LaRock is represented 
by Collins galleries, 
Cape Cod; Portraits, 
Inc., new York; stephen 
Ling - Beijing. He has 
participated in exhibi-
tions throughout the us 
and China, has received 
a number of awards from 
the art Renewal Center, 
and is a much sought after 
workshop instructor.

aBove: Self-Portrait (oil on 
linen, 18x14)

aBove: The Entrance 
(oil on linen, 

36x40))

oPPosIte: Bather (oil 
on linen, 16x10)

ceived ideas. The “magic” 
is in the way of thinking 
and not in the medium 
or a specific process. 
Many workshop par-
ticipants obsess about 
specific brushes and or 
paints, but there is no substitute for 
practice and good drawing. When 
teaching, and in my own work, I try 
to break down the whole process into 
distinct phases which allow for more 
focused thoughts, rather than trying 
to juggle everything at once, which 
is always overwhelming. There are 
then a set of ideas, or problem solving 

“tools” at each stage that help with 
evaluating accuracy, overall cohesion 
and harmony. More than anything, 
they are what I hope students take 
away from my workshops.” n  

Louise B HafesH is an award-winning artist 
and writer and contributing editor for The 
Artist’s Magazine. You can see examples of 
her work at: www.louisebhafesh.com and 
www.paintersportal.blogspot.com.
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