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Develop, Explore, Analyse, Evaluate, Review and Modify using a selection 
of contemporary portraits selected from the National Portrait Gallery’s 
Collection.

These notes are suitable for use with Key Stage 4 Art and Design students 
and focus on two or more assessment objectives within most GCSE 
examinations.

Introduction

The GCSE Art and Design assessment objectives (AO) invite the student 
to develop links, explore media and techniques, analyse their own 
work and the work of other artists.  Thorough exploration of images 
can enable the student to develop an understanding of context and 
materials and further prepares the student to successfully experiment 
with techniques and media.  The experimentation and analysis should 
provide a springboard for the student to create a final outcome that 
addresses GCSE requirements.   

The suggested activities at the end of these notes are designed to 
familiarise the student with the requirements of assessment objectives 
2 and 3, essentially the research and developmental components of 
the GCSE Art and Design.

A Portrait of Today

Information and activities for teachers 
Teachers’ Notes
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Project Objectives

The notes and activities explore themes that 
relate to the assessment objectives within the 
GSCE Art and Design syllabus: 
*As a reminder, here is a list of the assessment 
objectives for the GCSE course (these are the 
same for all of the exam boards):

AO1: record observations, experiences and ideas 
in ways appropriate to intentions;

AO2: analyse and evaluate images, objects and 
artefacts showing understanding of context;

AO3: develop and explore ideas using media, 
processes and resources, reviewing, 
modifying and refining work as it 
progresses;

AO4: present a personal response, realising 
intentions and making informed 
connections with the work of others.

The portraits and notes are particularly relevant 
to GCSE students of Art and Design (Key Stage 
4). Work journal refers to the student’s own 
sketch book.

Additional Resources for use in  
the Classroom
Log on to the Gallery’s website at: www.npg.org.
uk to search over 90,000 portraits, photographs 
and illustrations and to link to additional projects 
offered by the Learning and Access Department 
of the National Portrait Gallery.  

Sandy Nairne and Sarah Howgate, The Portrait 
Now (National Portrait Gallery: 2006) also offers 
a good background to the place of portraiture 
in contemporary art and provides examples of 
recent portraits. 

Teachers’ Guidelines 

Pattern:  
Diamonds, embellish, negative, simple, order, spiral, 
ornamental, plain, geometric, repetition, irregular, 
positive, negative, natural, repeat, uniform, symmetric. 

Shape:  
Angular, harmonious, sharp, uniform, frame, 
precise, conical, vague, curved. 

Form and Space:  
Motif, angled, recede, rounded, carve, scale, 
woven, sliced, proportion, decorate, scatter, 
perspective, distort. 

Colour:  
Blend, bright, clash, deep, dull, glowing, 
harmonious, intense, luminous, mixed, opaque, pale, 
pastel, primary, pure, saturated, secondary, soft, tint, 
translucent, transparent, vibrant, warm, tone. 

Line:  
Angular, broken, confident, feint, flowing, fluent, 
hesitant, scribble, sweeping, serpentine. 

Tone: Bright, dark, contrast, crisp, fade, fair, 
gradation, harsh, intense, smooth, sombre. 

Composition:  
Background, blurred, complex, confused, design, 
distant, eye-line, focus, foreground, middle-
ground, background, near, perspective, plane, 
proportion, scale, shape, sharp, space, symmetry. 

Light:  
Artificial, dapple, dark, ethereal, evening, fierce, 
gentle, harsh, haze, highlight, intense, light, 
midday, natural, night, shading, shadow, soft, 
source, tone. 

Feeling:  
Alive, atmospheric, delicate, depressing, dignified, 
disturbing, exciting, expressive, fresh, humorous, 
imposing, nostalgic, sad, happy. 

Texture:  
Coarse, cross-hatching, fine, flat, glaze, hatching, 
impasto, jagged, matt, rough, shiny, smooth, 
soft, splatter, thick, thin, wash, silky.
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A Critical Vocabulary to help you when 
discussing and writing about these images 
or any other pieces of work throughout your 
portfolio. Examiners will check to see that 

you are able to describe works of art using 
appropriate vocabulary.
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Joanne Kathleen (‘J.K.’) Rowling by 
Stuart Pearson Wright (2005)

Stuart Pearson Wright has captured a dreamy and 
contemplative J. K. Rowling in this 3D mixed-media 
portrait. This portrait of the author has no obvious 
symbolic references to the famous Harry Potter 
series of children’s books that she has written, or 
the wealth and fame they have brought to her. 

Instead, the artist has portrayed Rowling in a way 
that ‘suggests’ she may be readying herself to 
write, with blank paper and pen in hand. The three 
eggs on the plate symbolise each of Rowling’s 
three children. Pearson Wright has been inspired by 

Dutch masters, such as Vermeer, when lighting the 
subject and creating the composition. Additionally, 
Stuart Pearson Wright states in an interview that 
his eyesight is not very good, and he often sits very 
close to his subjects when making studies for his 
portraits. 

Below are excerpts of an interview with Stuart 
Pearson Wright, that explain his technique in more 
detail. Wright has also talked about the inspiration 
the National Portrait Gallery’s painting of the 
Somerset House Conference has given in creating 
3-D mixed media images and this painting is 
explored as well.

NPG 6723 
 

Oil on board construction with 
coloured pencil on paper

972 mm x 720 mm

Commissioned as part of the First 
Prize, BP Portrait Award, 2001, 2005

Interview with Stuart Pearson Wright 
Excerpt from Artist Interview Transcript - 
Woodward Portrait Explorer - IT Gallery

Where did your technique evolve from? 
I’ve always been taken by the technique of the 
Flemish masters and started to try and work out 
how they put their pictures together and I started 
to develop a technique of a sort of synthesis of little 
snippets of information I picked up about the French 
masters and the Italian masters. Actually I’m not 
very good at researching these sorts of things, don’t 
really know where to begin. But the technique I’ve 
developed involves priming a piece of oak with gesso 
which is a mixture of rabbit skin glue and ground 
chalk and this is painted on both sides of a piece of 
wood and then polished out on one side to an ivory 
like surface and onto this I then paint an undercoat in 
a monochrome which is a sort of earth green colour, 
so I work out the tonal values. I like to work out or 
come to grips with the actual surface of the person’s 
skin which necessitates working in some detail and 

working on gesso allows for that because there’s 
no grain that one gets with a canvas or linen, the 
smooth surface allows for working in great detail.

Do you work very close to the sitter? 
I tend to sit very, very close to the sitter, that’s partly 
because my eyes aren’t up to all that much, I’ve 
got quite acute stigmatism which is one reason 
why I have a tendency to elongate faces because 
my vertical field of vision is much stronger than my 
horizontal. So I do like to be close to my sitter, it’s 
the sort of wide-angled camera effect. Because I 
think if one distances oneself from the sitter one 
gets a very general overview of that person as a 
distant object, whereas I am interested in the results 
of the confrontation. You have a sort of chemical 
reaction of sorts between a painter and a sitter and 
that’s one reason why I think it’s very important to 
work as much from life as possible to avoid using 
photographs, for me personally, because working 
from photographs doesn’t get that. There’s no 
human interaction.
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The Somerset House Conference, 1604 
by an unknown artist

This is a large group portrait commemorating the 
signing of the treaty of peace between England 
and Spain in 1604. In the middle foreground is 
an oblong table and on the left are seated the 
six commissioners for Spain and Empire, the five 
English commissioners are on the right-hand side 
of the table, dressed in fine clothes and seated 
on splendid chairs. 

The background of the painting is a leaded 
window, and a pane opens onto a sunny 
courtyard. There are elaborate tapestries hanging 
on the walls on either side of the window and an 
intricately patterned rug covering the negotiating 
table, the rug could have possibly been one from 
Henry VIII’s collection of over four hundred. The 
rug and its position on the table also signified 
money. Great care was taken to prepare Somerset 
House for this important conference and this is 
shown by the grand furnishings.   

NPG 665  
 

Oil on canvas, 2057 mm x 2680 mm

Purchased, 1882

Jacqueline Wilson by Maud Sulter (2001)

Maud Salter has photographed Jacqueline 
Wilson in a defiant stance.  Wilson wears her 
jewellery like armour, and her hands seem too 
big for her petite frame, crossing her body like 
a defensive shield. She meets the viewer’s gaze 
head on and smiles confidently, challenging the 
viewer to assess her appearance.  
There is no obvious reference in this photograph 

that Wilson is an extremely prolific and 
successful author of children’s and young 
adult’s books, but her clothes, nail varnish and 
jewellery give the viewer, perhaps, some clues as 
to Wilson’s personal style and interests. Wilson 
might be letting us know she knows what goes 
on in the minds of teenagers, as her a rebellious 
adolescent, perhaps having more in common 
with her literary audience than the age-group to 
which she belongs.

NPG P949(6)  
 

Colour polaroid photograph, 2001

806 mm x 560 mm

Commissioned, 2001
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Sir Richard C N Branson  
by David Mach (1999)

David Mach created this photomontage and 
uses an elongated distortion of the face to 
create energy and movement in his artwork of 
the businessman, Sir Richard Branson. The large, 
floor-to-ceiling portrait has been created to, 
perhaps, resemble a billboard – this is in keeping 
with Branson’s advertisement of himself. 
Importantly, the background colour is the same 
shade of red that Branson uses in his worldwide, 

‘Virgin’ brand of products and services, which is 
another indication of his success and influence.  
Despite Branson’s wealth and the overwhelming 
scale of this picture, the portrait does not create 
an image of sophistication or aloofness.  In 
fact, from his eyes’ expression and his wide 
and open smile, Branson has been portrayed 
as approachable, ordinary and fun loving.  
Branson seems to ‘slip’ quickly from the top 
corner of the portrait to the bottom right and 
this may symbolise that he is always in motion, 
anticipating the business trends of tomorrow.

NPG 6494 

Mixed-media (postcard and photo-collage)

1824 mm x 1826 mm

Commissioned, 1999

Queen Elizabeth II  
by Michael Leonard (1985-1986)

Michael Leonard has portrayed Queen Elizabeth II in 
a way that is familiar to all of us. The Queen is painted 
in meticulous detail wearing informal but conservative 
dress. She wears an understated brooch and pearls and 
she is holding onto one of her beloved corgis. There 
are equal amounts of dark and bright colours in the 
painting, and the vibrant yellow of her dress against the 

black background stands out, emphasizing her energy 
and symbolising faithfulness.   
The Queen is seated in the middle, upright with a 
steady gaze, while the horizontal and vertical lines in 
the image are symmetrical and provide a completely 
balanced contrast to the curved lines in the arm of 
the settee.  Everything about Leonard’s symbolic 
portrait is personal and familiar, from her smile to her 
appearance and even her tenderness towards her 
canine companion.  

NPG 5861

Acrylic on cotton duck

762 mm x 616 mm

Given by Reader’s Digest 
Association, 1986
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Sophie Okonedo  
by Sal Idriss (2002)

Sophie Okonedo is an actress who has appeared 
on TV and in films, including Hotel Rwanda and 
Dirty Pretty Things. In this image, Okonedo is 
squashed into a small space that seems to be 
like a doll’s house or as if she is a little girl hiding 
in a cupboard. The sitter takes up all the frame 
of the photograph and appears to be squashed 
into the picture as well. She is captured side on, 
looking furtively at the camera, and is portrayed 

quite differently to the other formal portraits 
considered here.

Sal Idriss is a photographer who established his 
reputation by taking pictures of musicians and 
people in the TV and film industries. His images 
are captured at speed and use minimal direction 
so that he portrays the private self as far as 
possible. Idriss has also taken many photographs 
of leading black figures and his exhibitions have 
examined the increasing awareness of black role 
models in popular culture.

NPG x125670 

C-type colour print, 2002

393 mm x 395 mm
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Activity

For you to consider and make notes as you really begin to look closely at each image. Not 
every question will be relevant to every artwork   

Artwork title     Date the artwork was made     

Artist      Nationality       

In the picture I am able to see           

              

In the background I can see           

              

In the middle distance there is/are           

              

In the foreground of the artwork there is/are         

              

Generally I can describe this artwork as         

              

The lines and the shape are           

              

The colours are             
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The texture and pattern are            

              

I think that the way the artist made this artwork was by        

              

This artwork makes me feel            

              

              

Before I looked really closely at this artwork I thought         

              

Now I have looked more closely I think          

              

Gallery Questions and Activity

You may need to use the computers provided for you in the IT Gallery to help you with some of these 
questions.

1.  Can you find other portraits in the Gallery that have been created by the same featured artists?  
What similarities in style and composition can you find in the pictures and what differences are there 
that you can see?  

2.  Have the featured artists been influenced by other artists?  Have you been influenced by any of the 
featured artists?  

3.  How has the Gallery displayed and lit the portrait(s)?  



   of 9   Teachers’ Notes   - A Portrait of Today -    NPG 

Practical Activities

1.  Try to do two five-minute sketches of a 
classmate or of yourself in a mirror.  Sketch 
one picture where you are sitting about 3 
metres away and then, sketch one picture 
where you are very close to your classmate or 
the mirror.  Is your focus different from one 
sketch to the next?  Are you able to create 
a different feeling in your sketches through 
changing the distance?   

2.  Take the sketches you have done and try 
to insert symbols of that person’s identity 
– perhaps they had a favourite pet as a child, 
which could be sitting on their lap or place an 
item in the sketch that reflects one of their 
hobbies, goals or achievements.

3.  Sketch a plan in your work journal of how you 
would use elements borrowed from one of the 
featured artists in your own experimentation.  
Think about how the background, the 
costume, the lighting, the objects and details 
surrounding the person and the position of 
the person affect the way your audience will 
view the person in your artwork and also view 
the piece, as a whole.

Classroom Questions

1.  Can you find other paintings/sculptures/
photographs by the same artist?  Do they 
show a similarity or a great difference from 
the featured portrait at the National Portrait 
Gallery?  

2.  Are there any other styles of work (sculpture, 
painting, photography) you find interesting 
enough to base some of your own artistic 
exploration?

3.  What have been some influencing factors in the 
artists’ work?  Does the artist create their work 
with these factors in mind?  e.g.  Do they only 
photograph in black and white?  Do they paint 

A Portrait of Today

with signature colours or are there similarities in 
the way they compose their pieces?

Experimenting, why bother?

Do not be afraid to try out new techniques and 
by experimenting you will learn how to improve 
your work.

Many artists experiment with different types 
of materials and ways of using them. In the 
nineteenth century photography was invented 
and people thought then that no one would 
ever paint or need to paint again. However, 
photographers turned their work into a new kind 
of art form and realistic painting has continued. 

Some of the media you might want to 
experiment with is listed here and placed into 
four categories. Try to experiment with different 
combinations of them and see if you can come 
up with new ways of using them. Make certain 
you record your experiments and make notes on 
what you have done then paste them into your 
work journal.

1. Surfaces. Surfaces 
Paper: cartridge, newsprint, photocopy paper, 
tissue paper, tracing paper, textured paper, 
wrapping paper, sandpaper, wallpaper 

2. Dry Media 
Pencil, graphite stick, chalk pastel, oil pastel, wax 
crayon, coloured pencils

3. Wet Media 
Pen and ink, acrylic paint, poster paint, 
watercolours, PVA glue, marbling inks 

4. Painting without using brushes 
Sponges, toothbrushes, spray paint, cotton buds, 
palette knives, printing, squeegees, blowing 
through straws to move the paint on the surface

Never throw away your experiments, include them 
in your work and make notes about them!
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