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The Cube��
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The Cylinder��
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The Sphere��
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Understanding the Art of Shading  
Source: http://www.rebekahlynn.com/free/tutorial/shading_tutorial.html 

 
-Note: This tutorial is meant to teach shading techniques for realistic art.  Other types of art may use different methods. 

Intro  
When it all comes down....form is nothing but a bunch of shadows and highlights.  The 
light of the sun on an object and the shadow the light creates is what defines its shape.  
Without those contrasts no shape can be seen at all.  So it's a logical conclusion that to 
make something in your artwork have form, you must give it a range of darks and lights.  
To put it simply, you really need to know how to shade.  

Shading is really hard for a lot of artists.  Yah, sure, the sun can create shadows with the 
most masterful ease, but when it's time for the artist to pick up a pencil and do the same 
thing....well, mastery doesn't come so easily.  

As artists our perception of the world around us is inevitably very different from those 
who aren't involved in the visual arts.  We see scenery different, because we look at its 
composition.  We notice structure and lighting....texture and color.  Basically, an artist 
tends to see what makes up something, and usually ponders why it looks the way it does.   
So,....why do shadows look the way they do?  

Take a look at the art of being subtle.  The sun knows a lot about sublimnety.  Actually, 
giving credit where it's due; it's the final authority.  When it casts its light and creates 
shadows it always does so with a soft hand; slowly blending light and dark together in the 
most seamless manner.  In fact, it blends the two so well that it can be hard to tell exactly 
where shadow ends and highlight begins.  You see, creating three dimensional shadows is 
all about being subtle; gradually blending light and dark.  That slow change in shade is 
what you need to create with your pencil.  But, how does someone do that?  
   
   



Pressure  
That's the answer.  The heading up above.  That's how you blend.  *waits*....Does that 
make any sense?  *peers into cyberspace audience* Uhhhh....let me explain.  

The Tool:  
Your pencil is capable of making hundreds of different shades of grey; from the most 
dark ebony, to barely there.  Now, pressure is what determines what shade your pencil 
will draw.  I refer to pressure as being just how hard you press on your pencil.  When you 
learn to control that pressure, your shading quality will do new and interesting things you 
may not even have thought possible.  

I want you to do something.  Place your five fingers on a hard surface.  Let them simply 
set on that surface with the lightest touch you can apply, as if they are hovering.  Now 
don't just read these instructions ;-)  Are you doing it?  Really?  I know how it goes.  You 
figure you can overview the activity instead of doing it.  Do this with me.  
Now lower your fingers from the hovering position onto the hard surface and slowly, 
very slowly, press down, softly, softly, with more firmness, firmly, then harder, and 
harder still until you are pressing so hard that you can't possibly apply any more 
pressure.  Do this so gradually that it takes at least ten seconds to complete.  

This represents the different amounts of pressure you can learn to use on your pencil 
when doing your drawings.  The change is very gradual, very subtle.  But learning to 
master that pressure change is what will make it possible for you to blend and shade so 
flawlessly; because blending and shading require that you know how to draw many, many 
different shades of grey.  
   

I'm going to take a quick 
detour here.  I've had a few 
people complain to me that 
they can't get cheek bones 
to look right, and that 
instead they appear like a 
slash on the face rather 
than a bone.  The solution 
is really simple actually.  
All you need to do is add 
more shading so that the 
bone appears rounded.  I 
took a line drawing that 
had a slash for the 
cheekbones and added just a little half tone.  You'll see the illustration to the right.  I 
haven't changed much, and in practice I would have to work on it much more to get it just 
the way I want it, but you can already begin to see what a difference that small amount of 
shading makes.  



Your pencil is extremely sensitive to your touch.  With a slight change in pressure the 
depth of the shade will increase or decrease.  For most people it's quite easy to apply a lot 
of pressure, but what comes much harder is a lighter touch.  

Too much of a good thing is always bad.  Too much salt will irreversibly ruin food 
flavor.  While you can always add more salt to your recipe, you can rarely take it back 
out.  Under seasoning is 10 times better than over seasoning.  The point of my brief 
cooking lesson?  Under shading is unspeakably better than over shading.  So all you 
pressure happy people, stop over salting your drawing.  If you do draw too hard and try 
to mop it up with an eraser later on, you're prone to disaster.  Ease up already.  Darker 
shades can be applied later into your drawing when you are fully sure of which shadows 
need to be deeper, and which do not.  
   
   

Practice  

Now...enough talk.  Let's actually put the principal in action.  

I will be drawing twelve different shades of grey.  I want you to get a 
piece of paper and try your best to duplicate each shade as close to 
mine as possible.  Be scrutinizing about this.  Make sure it REALLY 
matches the exact shade I have drawn.  If it comes out too light, press a 
little harder, if it comes out too dark, force yourself 
to ease up.  

We call any shade of grey in between black and 
white a half tone.  Half tones are what blend black 
and white together.  So look to the right and see 
what happens when I take all twelve half tones that 

we have made and draw them together.  Presto.  Bingo.  Poof.  They 
all blend.  Seamlessly.  That kind of blending is what you'll need.  

Many amateur artists don't seem to think very much about the pressure they use.  But it is 
very important and shouldn't be ignored.  Hopefully through this exercise you'll force 
yourself to pay closer attention to how your hand effects the shade you draw.  

So now we need to take the principal above and apply it to drawing your actual subjects.  
I have a number of close ups below that show my use in the past of gradual blending; and 
I do mean gradual.  

 



 

Blending  
 

Being that blending is an integral part of shading, I 
want to share with you the best ways I've found to 
blend graphite.  What must come first is how you lay 
your pencil on the paper.  It must be applied smoothly 
to begin with if you want it to look smooth in the end.  
So we can't be scribbling.  Below is an illustration of 
the right and wrong way to shade.  Try it yourself.  

Look how the the correct way is done as opposed to the 
incorrect way.  The pencil strokes are applied very 
closely to each other, so that it becomes hard to tell one 
stroke from another.  It hasn't been done hastily so that 
one line is darker or harder than another; but rather a 
controlled, even pressure has been used.  I've also 
found it helps to use a dull pencil when shading, 

because doing this allows you to draw wider, softer strokes.  
   
  
   

Important Concepts to Keep in Mind  

Rounding Off Won't Work  
In math, many times you have 
the choice to round off 
numbers.  Instead of 27.8922 
you can say 28.  Or you can 
round 28 off to 30.  But 
speaking in the terms of three-
dimensional shading, 
rounding off is a no no.  For 
example: so the shade is 
almost white,....don't round it 
off to white.  It still isn't 
white.  Period.  You will 
simply need to lay a very, 
very light shade of grey on 
your paper.  

As small as the difference between two shades may seem, it has a real bearing on the 
form of your subject.  So take the time and draw both shades.  Don't meld them all into 



one approximate shade.  To the right you'll see close ups from three drawings I've done.  
Compare line #1 to line #2.  They are the exact same drawings, except that line #2 is 
missing the subtle half tones that #1 has.  Notice how the drawing looses shape and form 
when those half tones are taken away.  Really look and pick out all the differences.  

So I repeat: Make a special effort to include all the varying shades of a subject.  It makes 
all the difference in the world.  

Form in relation to light and dark  
So we know that light and dark shading is what gives an object form.  If you keep that 
knowledge in mind as you are drawing, you can fully control how your subject appears.  
How is this?  

Darkness tells the eye that there is depth, and light tells the eye that something is raised; 
so bright highlights should be used for the highest point of a subject, and darkness should 
be used for the deepest.  Cheeks for example are usually points of highlighting, and the 
inside of the mouth is usually in the shadows because of it's depth.  If you want 
something to appear flat, it needs to have the same shade throughout.  The instant that 
shade becomes lighter, it appears to elevate; and if you make it a little darker, it seems to 
slope down.  Be aware of the illusion you are creating with those shade contrasts.  With 
this in mind, really utilize the power of contrast.  Don't be content with a dark grey, go 
for ebony black.  When it comes to highlights, really make them bright.  The more 
contrast, the more form; and form is what we all want, right?  

Making it Natural  
When I first started taking voice lessons I learned that I had been singing totally wrong 
all along.  But my wrong way of singing was so a part of me and the right way of singing 
was so foreign, that I found it very difficult, very unnatural, and very uncomfortable to 
sing right.  I felt I'd never be able to master it all.  And it was so exhausting trying to 
concentrate on the new principals that I found it hard to simply sing at the same time.  

I know I'm introducing a lot of information to you in this tutorial and you may feel like 
you can't absorb it all; that it's too much to get a hold of and handle.  But let me tell you 
that after practicing the right way (just as my teacher kept telling me would happen even 
though I never believed it) that right way became natural.  I now automatically sing 
correctly without even thinking about it.  That's how it goes.  Re-read the information, 
take it in a little at a time, and consciously practice this information and it will soon 
become a natural part of your technique.  

Additional Tools  
Sometimes you just can't get the effect you want only using a 
pencil.  So it's a great idea to try experimenting with some other 
tools meant to assist in drawing.  The first is the stump, or 
tortillon.  These are rolled up papers in the shape of pencils.  They 
are used to blend pencil lead that has already been applied.  You 

can also use cotton swabs and cotton balls very effectively.  You'll see an illustration to 



the left of graphite before and after using a blending tool.  And here's a nifty trick: Once 
your stump or tortillon has enough residue lead on it, you can actually use it to "paint" 
graphite onto your paper.  Doing this creates an incredibly soft effect which I don't think 
you could achieve any other way.  I'd suggest staying away from blending with your 
fingers as they have naturally occurring oils that can really muck up your paper.  The 
kneadable eraser can also be very useful in blending.  I use it to go over lead very lightly 
to soften the appearance of it.  This works especially well with highlighting skin and hair.  
You can find out more about all the tools I use, their average cost, and where to get them 
at The Tools section.  
   
   

Outline  
So what have we learned so far?  

1. Realistic shading requires gradual blending of light and dark.  
2. Controlling the pressure applied to your pencil allows you to do gradual shading.  
3. Graphite needs to be applied smoothly to the paper.  Scribbling won't work.  
4. Don't draw two similar shades as the same shade.  Use each.  
5. Remember that the contrasting shades of your drawing will determine its form. 
Shadows sink, highlights raise.  
6. Don't despair if you are overwhelmed.  Re-read, and take in a little at a time. If you 
practice, it will become a natural part of you.  
7. Try blending graphite with tools like stumps, tortillons, and cotton swabs.  
   
   

The End  
Once again I strain my brain trying to think of anything I could have left out (and I'm 
sure there is plenty).  But seeing as I'm coming up empty I'm going to bring this overload 
of info to a conclusion.  But I want to leave you with a thought of intelligence.  Artistic 
intelligence that is.  Too many people create artwork without ever thinking about what 
they are doing, how they are doing it, why it is being done; or if it even works.  I hope 
you can understand and grow from the knowledge I have attempted to share in this 
tutorial, and I encourage you to especially be aware of what you are doing when you 
draw, and most importantly, how what you are doing is effecting the appearance of your 
artwork; for better or worse.  



Learn How to Draw  

Mini - Tutorial 

Instruction for Charcoal & Graphite Pencil Artists  
Source: http://www.jdhillberry.com/how_to_draw_pg2.htm 

  

To see samples of my drawings so you know what these 
techniques can do, click 
Pencil Drawing Galleries 

Learn How to Draw - Graphite Pencil and Charcoal Tutorial   

This  tutorial contains techniques to create realistic looking artwork.  I will try 
to update these pages occasionally  to provide fellow charcoal and graphite 
pencil artists insight into my methods. This half of this page will explain the 
pencils and blending tools  I use to render both rough and smooth textures. 
Once you know how to create realistic looking textures, you're on you way to 
creating much more realistic looking artwork. The second half of the page 
shows a step by step tutorial of one of my latest drawings.   



   

#1 Getting Started 

Once you have decided on your subject, you need to decide on the best 
techniques and materials to use. There are so many things to consider. Should 
the background stay white? Should you use a smooth paper or rough? Should  
you use graphite, charcoal, or a maybe a combination of both. It's enough to 
make you take up sculpting! Don't get discouraged. This tutorial will answer 
these questions and more.   

The first thing you need to do is analyze the textures in all the areas of your 
subject. Decide which areas would be considered rough and which are 
smooth. Notice where contrasting textures and values are adjacent to each 
other.  

Once you have identified the basic textures and values of your subject, you 
need to decide on the appropriate techniques to use in each area. 

#2 Using Charcoal and Graphite Pencil (why I use both in each 
drawing) 

The individual granules of charcoal have an irregular shape. When light 
strikes a drawing containing these particles, it bounces back in many different 
directions. That means when it is pushed to its darkest value, charcoal doesn't 
have the reflective glare that is common with graphite. Usually the darkest 
values in a drawing are shadows, and, if you are trying to render a subject as 
realistically as possible, the last thing you want is a shadow that reflects more 
light than the subject. I use both charcoal and graphite pencil in different areas 
of my drawings. 

Subjects I typically render with charcoal pencils: 

·  Wood, Bark, fur, hair, eyelashes, pupil of the eye, dark line between 
the lips, nostrils, coarse fabrics, - like denim, leather, cast shadows,  

Subjects I typically render with graphite pencils: 

·  Skin tones, Shading in the white of the eye, Glass, Porcelain, Light 
values in shiny metal, Smooth fabrics - like silk, Light shading on 
paper objects- like playing cards.  



My favorite brands of charcoal and graphite pencils: 

·  Graphite:  
There are many artist grade graphite pencils to choose from these days. 
A 2B pencil of one brand may be vastly different than the 2B of 
another brand. I use Berol Turquoise drawing pencils.  

·  Charcoal: 
Many people who are used to the feel of graphite effortlessly gliding 
across their paper find charcoal too abrasive. Several years ago, I came 
across Ritmo charcoal pencils. While they aren't as smooth as graphite, 
they do have less of that feeling of "drag" than many other charcoal 
pencils. The degrees of hardness ranges from HB (hardest) to 3B 
(softest). All charcoal smears easily so if you are not familiar with this 
medium you may consider reading the chapter entitled Keeping Your 
Drawing Clean on page 18 of my technique book.  

·  Carbon Pencils 
I also employ two types of carbon pencils: Wolff's and Conte carbon. 
The Wolff's carbon pencil has recently been reformulated to give a 
smoother feel and richer blacks than the old version. The clay in the 
Conte carbon pencil has a slightly warmer tone to it than the rest of the 
media I use. When either of these carbon pencils are used in 
combination with charcoal and graphite, their inherent characteristics 
make them ideal for separating subjects containing similar values.  

#3 Blending 

I use various tools to blend with also. Each creates a different texture 
and spreads each medium differently. Using the right blending tool can mean 
the difference between using a few quick swipes to create the exact look you 
want, or, re-working an area for hours (or until you rub a hole in the paper) 
and giving up in frustration. These are some of my blending tools: 

·  Blending Stump: These are tightly wound paper sticks with points on 
both ends. They are available in several diameters. Use them to blend 
large areas of the medium and also to apply the medium directly to the 
paper for softer effects. 

·  Tortillon:  These are generally smaller and not wrapped as tightly as 
blending stumps. They are not as solid as blending stomps  and they 
create a slightly different texture.  

·  Felt pad: Purchase 1' x 1' white squares at a craft store. Creates 
random textural effects for a variety of natural looking textures. 

·  Facial Tissue: Good for blurring the edge of shadows and softening 
unwanted pencil strokes. Paper towels are another choice if you don't 
want to lighten the area as much. 



·  Paper: Blending with paper brings out the texture of the drawing 
paper. The paper you use to blend with makes a big difference in the 
texture created. Try wrapping notebook paper around you finger to 
start with. Good for separating two objects that have similar values by 
using only textures. 

·  Chamois: To imitate smooth textures like skin tones and reflective 
surfaces like glass. Also use it like an eraser to lighten large masses of 
dark charcoal or graphite. Creates an extremely smooth texture. 

·  NOT FINGERS: I know some people don't have a problem with it but 
it can be a nightmare. I suggest you even be careful touching important 
areas of the paper with your bare hands. Your fingertips can transfer 
oil to the paper. This oil becomes apparent if it is in light areas of 
blended charcoal or graphite. Graphite and charcoal work exactly like 
finger print dusting powder, leaving the incriminating imprints of the 
person responsible for groping your paper. (Probably you, but you can 
yell at the kids if it makes you feel better.) It is impossible to make a 
smooth, even tone with charcoal or graphite powder in areas with 
fingerprints. 

·  Experiment: Put those creative thinking caps on! You never know 
when you might come across something that will produce the 
perfect texture you are looking for. Try different fabrics - smooth and 
rough. Just make sure the materials are clean and the color from dyes 
won't rub off on your paper. 

·  One Last Tip: These are some of the materials and techniques I use. I 
offer these methods as a starting point, to help you achieve a style all 
your own.  I believe there are as many techniques on how to draw as 
there are people. Never let any instructor or book make you believe 
that their way  is the ONLY way. My theory is - if it works, use it. We 
all need to keep growing and experiment but keep true to your own 
vision  

Work In Progress 

Title: "Inner Beauty" 
Size: 18" x 14" 
Medium:  Charcoal, Graphite, Carbon on White Paper 

Step One:  
I am using charcoal for the background and graphite for the subject. I'm using 
Arches 140 lbs hot press watercolor paper for this drawing. This is one of my 
favorite papers. It has enough tooth to create dark values yet is smooth enough 
for very delicate textures. In this first step, I have cut out the shape of my 



subject(s) in frisket film and applied it to the paper. Then, I applied 3b soft 
charcoal to the background to begin creating a wood texture.   

 

Step Two:  
Next, I blended the charcoal with a piece of felt and added the beginnings of wood grain. I 
repeated this several times to build up a solid tone. After pulling out some highlights with a 
clic eraser, I used a sharp hard charcoal pencil to create shadows to help create slivers and 
chips in the wood. I also applied masking tape at this point. I will be drawing masking tape in 
these areas later. Some of the wood texture will show through from the previous step and 
give my drawn masking tape a little more transparency. 



 

Step Three:  
Then, I sprayed the drawing with fixative, Peeled off the frisket and began rendering the 
subjects. I used a 6h graphite pencil to add tone to the paper and blended with a chamois. In 
some areas, I applied the graphite with the chamois. For those of you that haven’t tried 
blending with a chamois, it can produce incredibly subtle tones – almost like an air brush. I 
use a kneaded eraser to pull out the crinkles in the paper. I am using the same technique to 
render the rose, applying graphite from dark to light and blending. 

The tape on the right shows what it looking like after I removed the real masking tape.  I 
have begun rendering the tape on the right with Wolffs carbon pencils and blending with a 
tortillon. Using carbon here for the tape will help separate it from the wood and the paper.    



 

Step Four:  
I have started adding the holes and lines of the notebook paper. In case you are wondering, I 
didn’t darken the background in this step, I had to turn up the contrast on this a bit to show 
the lines on the paper.�
�
I used charcoal for the holes to match the background. Adding charcoal at this stage always 
makes me nervous since it isn’t fixed and can easily smear. I also continued to add shading to 
the rose and added the line drawing of the stem.�
�
The lines on the paper were produced with a .3 mechanical pencil to keep them as sharp and 
clean as possible. I used a French Curve instead of a ruler because the lines had to follow the 
bends and crinkles in the paper to keep the perspective correct. The best way to describe a 
French curve is it’s a bendable rubber straight edge 



 

�
!	���$���



 

. 

Step Five: 
Here’s the final. I had a real tough time taking photos of this one. I couldn’t get a picture of 
the softness of the paper shading without compromising the darker background detail. The 
original has more punch.�
�
I’ve included some close-ups to give you a little better Idea of the detail. In the original 



drawing the tape is approximately 3/4" wide. It may appear larger than I drew it on your 
screen.  
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The Line Sketch 

Use this line drawing as a guide when drawing any eye. Modify 
it to reflect the traits of the person you are drawing. We refer to 
the shape of the eye as round, almond, beady, narrow, cat-like, 
popped, etc. Eyes express curiosity, sorrow, caring, sadness, 
surprise, innocence, wisdom and love.  
 
As an artist, focus on what you intend for your eyes to convey to 
your viewer. Never loose sight of the emotion you wish them to express. It's often helpful 
to experiment with several sketches until you feel that your eyes express your intent  
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·  the rigid cartilage of the nose in the middle  
·  and the cheek bones on the bottom. 
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starting with the basics  

Additional Details 
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finish with maximum drama 
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Drawing A Flower Blossom  
introduction  

Before You Start 

This tutorial will show you how to capture the essence of a flower. In this 
lesson, we draw a chrysanthemum, but the instructions discussed here can be 
applied to any flower. Use our sketches as a guide, but to improve your skills, 
try drawing a real live blossom. For additional practice, try drawing the same 
flower from a number of different angles. These techniques will still apply. 

  

Pencil and Paper 

If this is your first attempt at drawing flowers, find a comfortable chair where you can sit for until the 
sketch is completed. I like to use either a sketch pad or to place a single sheet of paper on a section of 
newspapers. This produces a softer line that makes a more appealing image. 

Use a pencil of medium hardness, such as an all purpose "HB". This pencil will allow you to draw the 
full range of dark and light lines without having to switch to other pencils. Also, a rubber eraser might be 
handy for making corrections and removing the guide lines that we'll be using to construct our sketch.  

  

The Subject: Flowers 

Select either a potted plant or a single blossom (either real or artificial) and position it so that the lights 
and shadows are evenly balanced over the petals and leaves. Place it at a comfortable distance on the 
table near you paper.  

  



As always, make sure that your subject is attractively lighted. Keep in mind the three essential 
basics: shadows, mid-tones and highlights even before you begin. We will concentrate on these 
tonal relationships so that the finished sketch will correctly reflect exactly what you see. 

  

�����������������
���������

2.  establishing the flower's form 

�
Back to the Beginning 

This is where we really begin our drawing (the image done in step one is only to guide you 
with the lights and shadows).  
 
Study the shape of the flower by examining its contours, or outer shape. First, look at a small 
section of the flower's outline. Mentally note this pattern. Duplicate what you see by looking 
at the paper and copying the same line pattern. Make very light, deliberate lines. Refer to the 
flower as often as necessary before drawing on the paper. Indicate any important features 
with as few lines as possible. Go slowly. At this stage close is good enough.  
 
Do not try to capture any details, shading, or other characteristics. Do not be afraid of 
mistakes. The aim here is to render the general shape of the subject. Again, use very light 
lines (or a hard pencil). Once you are satisfied, you can darken the lines. Incidental lines and 
marks will actually add to the finished product.  
 
It is important to trust your abilities. Do not allow discouragement to derail you. This is only 
the first step, do not judge the drawing until it is completed (at step four). 

 

  

 
  

  �  



3.  Adding interest details 

 

Divide and Conquer 

Mentally divide the flower into quadrants (north, south, east, and west). Concentrating 
on four individual sections (instead of the image as a whole) will make your goal easier.  
 
Starting in the east, examine the subject carefully, looking for the distinguishing 
features. Lightly, block out the major elements such as the petals. Just as you did in step 
two, concentrate on establishing the broad shapes, we'll deal with the smaller details 
later. Once you are satisfied with this section, move your vision to the southern 
quadrant. Draw the distinguishing elements here, blending them with those already 
completed. Once all the sections are finished, make any adjustments by simply 
darkening any defining lines.  
 
Now, we begin to add the details. Start by laying in hatch lines to indicate the shadowed 
parts of the flower. Balance these darks by adding gray middle tones. The tonal sketch 
you created earlier in step one will be a big help at this point because the values have 
already been established.  
 
Use a softer pencil (or apply pressure to your pencil to make darker lines) to distinguish 
petals and leaves. Do not try to copy each and every one, instead define enough of the 
major ones to convey the feel of the blossom. Add interest by including shading to 
individual petals. In the example here, note how light illumines the tops of some of the 
petals. Also, notice how small dark areas are used to separate and define the petals while 
still following the overall pattern of light and shadow in the tonal drawing. Work slowly 
on each quadrant until you are satisfied.  
 
At this stage, less is more. Do not fill the image with detail. Leave some paper free of 
any marks at all. This practice of "stopping before your feel you are completely finished" 
will not only add light, it will contribute to a positive feeling of artistic restraint.  

4.  the final touches 



Finish with Finesse!  

 

Creating Tangible, Touchable Hair 

Importance  
Ahh, hair.  The human's crowning glory!  Women buy every shampoo on the market in 
their search of acquiring a head as perfect as those Pantene commercials.  We all want 
great hair because we realize what an impact our hair has on how good we look.  Have 
you ever noticed how you seem to appear so ugly on a bad hair day, and then when you 
get your locks to look just right, suddenly you appear so much more attractive?  

It's no different when it comes to art.  Hair is the crowning glory.  I don't care how knock 
my socks off the rest of your picture is.  If you draw a woman, and if everything on that 
woman is perfect (breathtaking costume design, marvelous intricacy, perfect anatomy, 
beautiful eyes)......but her hair looks like a bird's nest, the picture loses its impact.  Hair is 
a must learn if you want to improve your work.  
   

Overwhelming  
Yes it can be overwhelming.  You're staring at a photograph of a woman with a head of a 
million lustrous curls, and the mere thought of even attempting to re-create this natural 
wonder leaves your head spinning.  Has the following happened to you?  You finally get 
the courage to begin the work, and for want of knowing a better way, begin to scrawl 
squiggly lines in every direction hoping you're going to come up with something 
suitable.  You won't.   

Two major mistakes I've seen artists make when attempting to render hair are the 
following: 
Giving their unlucky subjects 1) a helmet or 2) haystacks for hair.  
   



Meet the Helmet 
and the Haystack  
I've seen a lot of artists color 
in hair as if it is one large 
mass.  They fill it in with only 
one shade, and draw the ends 
of the hair as if they're one 
perfect block.  That's fine if 
your subject's hair is made out 
of cement.  
Next is the scribble happy 
artist, who furiously scrawls 
lines back and forth, up and down and around and over and through and inside.  It will 
end up looking like a pile of dirty hay or mounted tumbleweed.  And I doubt mounted 
tumbleweed is the look any of us are going for.  If you've made these mistakes, do your 
viewer's eyes a favor and try a new approach.  

A very important thing I've learned in drawing is that the only way to do something well 
is to know it well.  In fact, if you can't draw something completely from your mind, it 
means you don't know that something good enough.  

Can you draw hair completely from your mind?  If you can't, that just means you don't 
really know what hair looks like.  There's a simple solution. Study it.  
   

Understanding Hair  

 
The hair on your head is made up of many individual locks of hair, which are made of 
many individual strands.  It's not one big mass, so don't draw it like it is.   
Go ahead, go on and look in the mirror.  Study your hair.  Every strand.  See what I'm 
talking about?  There are tons of little individual sections of hair that come together to 
form the big picture.  To illustrate my point we have a number of models along with Mr. 
Dicaprio. Take a good look at the photos above and see how each person's hair is made 
up of sections, or locks.  The size and number of locks will always depend on how 
brushed, gelled, stringy, straight or curly the hair is.  
   



A Bird walk with 
Patience  
I'm taking a quick detour.  
The biggest foe to realistic 
artwork is impatience.  
Many times I want to 
finish my work barely 
before I start it.  I have this 
consuming need to 
complete; and if I don't 
watch it carefully, my 
hand becomes hasty, and 
my art shows it.  And 
believe me, I've never 
created something I was happy with by rushing it.  

Making the illusion of touchable hair in a drawing requires a lot of patience.  In fact it 
may take just as long as the face, if not longer. Don't add hair to your subject as a side 
note.  You may even try doing the hair first,...that's what I do.  The hair needs just as 
much attention as the face, and if you devote your effort to it, it will make all the 
difference in the world.  "Ok," you say.  "That's all fair and noble Rebekah, but none of 
this is helping me in how to make hair touchable."  Patience, patience,...I'm gettin' to that 
;-) .  
   

De-Overwhelm  
If you're overwhelmed by a project, you simply need to break it down into steps you can 
manage.  I am going to illustrate the basic steps of drawing hair with two versions.  
Straight hair, and curly hair.  You'll find the reference photos below.  If you're a beginner, 
it would be a better idea to start with the straight hair first.  Curly hair is exhausting, 
draining, complicated, and takes incredible amounts of attention...to say the least.  But 
when you master it, it's worth it.  

 



 

-Build the framework  
First we need a basic line drawing of what we're going to be doing so we're not 
completely lost.  You will need to draw the outline of your subject's face and hair first. 
 You should do this by drawing basic shapes as a foundation and then refining those 
shapes until they are in accordance with your reference model/photo.  You will find a 
brief description of this process at Basic Drawing Steps.  I encourage you to pay special 
attention to the proportions of your subject during this stage.  It's the foundation for what 
will be built upon later, and the further you progress, the harder it will be to correct. 
Look at your subject and mentally outline all the different hair locks you see.  If you are 
going by a photo it may help to take a pen and actually mark the outline of the locks on 
the photo.  
In my practice example I have drawn the basic outer shape of the hair, and then have 
made lines to illustrate the most prominent locks and shadows.   

 

 

-Bring in major highlights and shadows  
Shadows and highlights are what give an object form, so it's important to establish these 
as you work toward creating believable hair.  Look at your reference and pick out where 
the darkest areas are, and begin to draw in these shadows on your artwork.  Let them 
slowly blend into the lighter areas and leave the brightest highlights white for now.  It's 
important to put enough half tone (a grey who's shade is in between the darkest and 
lightest) in the picture.  Hair in real life never goes from stark black to pure white.  There 
is always a gradual transition, so be sure to put that gradual transition in your work also.  

If you are copying a photo, don't feel you need to duplicate every twist and curve, 
especially with curly hair.  Copying a photo pixel by pixel is very taxing and limits your 
creativity.  So feel free to take a little creative license.  If you are creating hair from your 
head, then you won't have this problem of course...but if you want to make the hair 
believable, once again you'll need to look at real people with hair close to what you are 
attempting so you can get a feel for the what it should look like.  



 

-Create strands  
Obviously you can't draw every single strand that would be on a person's head.  Talk 
about being a pain, and beyond that, completely unnecessary.  But you do need to pencil 
in just enough distinct strands to give the illusion that what the viewer is viewing is in 
fact, hair.  Using your pencil, make sweeping strokes following the same direction as the 
hair is flowing.  Strokes in the highlights should be much lighter than the strokes in the 
darkness.  As you come to the ends of the hair try to avoid making them all the exact 
same length, as the length of real hair usually varies in some degree.  

Adding a few loose strands gives a natural feeling.  Put some fly aways here and there, 
and be sure to add soft little hairs at the base of the person's scalp.  Hair never abruptly 
cuts off at the forehead or under the neck.  Doing these small touches will make your hair 
truly tangible.  



 

 

Strokes  
Next order of business.  How to make hair 
look like hair...without scribbling.  This 
strongly has to do with the direction in 
which your pencil goes as you lay down 
the graphite.  Don't use a back and forth 
motion to your pencil.  Lay a stroke down 
with your pencil, lift it and start again. Do 
not simply drag it back hoping to cover 
more space in less time...this only leads to 
messiness, and it will save you no time 
whatsoever.  Plus it's nearly impossible to 
maintain the level of control that's 
required.  

It's usually a good idea to start your stroke from the direction of the roots.  Try not to start 
it from the ends of the hairs as it can give an abrupt appearance.  Rather let the natural 
tapering effect that happens at the end of a pencil stroke work in your favor.  

Always, and I do mean always, draw your lines in the direction that the hair is following.  
This rule applies even in the darkest areas that you think will not matter.  The direction of 
your strokes effects the texture created no matter what you draw.  If I want to create 
woven material I'd use a criss cross action.  If I wanted to make the appearance of 



something smooth, such as leather, I'd use a soft circular motion.  Hair shafts are long 
thin lines, therefore, this is what your pencil should simulate.  

Tip: Going over highlights gently with a kneedable eraser can give a wonderfully soft 
effect.  Truly touchable.  
   

Texture  
Some hair is wonderfully soft in appearance, other hair is coarse.  Many of the popular 
hair styles today use gel or stark highlighting and therefore have a very sharp 
appearance.  To be able to control how the texture of your hair appears, do one of the 

following.  

 
Soft hair:  
You'll see a photo of a model to the left with really soft hair.  To create 
this illusion you will need a fairly dull pencil that is not too hard and 
not too soft (soft pencils get very grainy when applied lightly).  I'd 
recommend a regular #2 as that's my favorite for this type of hair.  A 
dull pencil allows you to make softer, broader strokes which will give 
the feeling that the hair blends together. You'll need a softer pencil 
though for the darker shadows, as softer pencils create much deeper 

looking shadows.  Also be sure to lay your pencil strokes down very close together so 
that it's difficult to tell one pencil line from the next.  And last, make 
the transition between shadows and highlights gradual.  
Wait, wait, that wasn't the last thing.  Although you want to use a dull 
pencil for the majority of the drawing, go over some areas with a 
sharper one, just to give that touch of single strands.  
   

Coarse or sharp hair:  
With the visual aid of Val Kilmer over here, we see an example of 
sharper hair.  Mostly attributed to the use of gel and some strong 
shadows.  If you want to draw sharp hair, then you've got to use a sharp pencil.  Sounds 
logical enough.  This is the absolute opposite of the technique for soft. Draw sharp lines 
with strong contrast between light and dark and less half tone than you normally would 
use.  

A Note on Pencil Pressure:  
If you under salt your soup you can always add more, but if you over salt it, you're stuck.  
In the same way, putting too much pressure on the lead and making pencil marks that are 
too dark is like over salting; it's very hard to fix if later you decide it needs to be lighter.  
So as you do hair, be gentle with the amount of pressure you use on your pencil.  
Especially in the highlighted areas and with blonde or light brown hair.  



Tools  
As in all my artwork, having a variety of graphite hardnesses is absolutely essential to 
creating the amount of depth that I do.  I'd recommend you have the following levels to 
do pencil work in general: 4H, HB, #2, 2B, 3B, 6B, and 9B.  You'll need 6 and 9B for 
your darkest ebony shadows.  #2, 2B and 3B are good to use for most of the hair.  

Paper is important as its texture will determine how you drawing will appear.  Unless you 
like the look of a coarse drawing, a smoother texture is usually best.  I recommend a 
regular surface to begin with, and later on you can try the smooth texture; which is harder 
to handle but can output some awesome results.  I use Strathmore Bristol 300 series, 100 
pound paper for my serious drawings, and Borden and Riley #116 sketch vellum for 
when I'm just having fun.  You can get all of this at your local art supply store.  
   

Disperse Thyselves to Thy Drawing Boards - And take thy 
pencils with thee.  
And with all that said.  That's it, that's all.....there's probably 
more, I just can't remember it.  I do want to leave you with 
something you can practice on though.  To the side are 
thumbnails of the line drawings we went through step by step 
previously.  Click on them to view a large version, which you 
can print out and practice on.  And best of all, if you screw up, 

you can just print out another one!  Nifty eh?  

I hope all my ramblings have been somewhat beneficial to you as you learn.  Let me 
know what you think; what I could add or improve on, how it's helped,...all that good 
stuff.  
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Ballpoint pens can be an excellent medium for serious fine art 
or illustration. An obvious advantage is precision and control. 
With pens you can achieve very tight renderings. However 
that's not all they can do. Ballpoint pens can also be used to 
express any mood, thought, theme or subject matter. 
Rendering does not need to be precise to accomplish good 
works with this medium. Wherever you may stand on the 
validity of ballpoint as an art medium the following essay and 
illustrations will provide you with a working knowledge of 
how it's done.  

 A Quick Outline 

1 Start with a light pencil outline drawing on heavy watercolor paper. 

2 Draw over the outline lightly with ballpoint ink. 

3 Erase the pencil outlines. 

4 Use light parallel lines to block in the base color layer. 

5 Then change(crosshatch) directions for the next layer. 

6 Work from light to dark. The lightest area will have only one or two layers of 
ink but the darkest may have five or six. 

7 Use black for shadows very carefully. 

8 Highlight your deepest shadow areas with a solid slightly wider ink line. 

9  Page down for an illustration. 

It is important to use a good quality heavy weight paper like watercolor paper. As you 
work you will go over an area many times and this causes the paper to warp and stretch 
leaving you with ripples. Do not shade your pencil sketch, the graphite gets mixed onto 
the ballpoint pen nib and muddies your ink colors. You can use graphite with pen as a 
mixed media side by side but not as an under drawing to the ballpoint pen ink. 

Practice using your ballpoint pens. We tend to think that ballpoint pens can't create a 
variety of lines. This is because we usually use them the same way on the same paper 
every time we write. The same pen can give you different lines depending on how you 
use it especially when you use a thicker softer paper. First try pressing down hard to get 



a dark firm line.  Next try using a lighter pressure to get a thinner lighter line.  Also 
important to practice are the curve or lack of curve in your lines.  A series of parallel 
curved lines can help build contour and will add depth to your work. Small blocks of  
short parallel lines will give you a flat looking area with a lot of texture. 

     Don't try to color areas in as if you are using crayons, instead use a crosshatching 
technique and build your color in layers. Solid ballpoint ink becomes a dead issue if you 
try to draw back into it so be sure that's what you want before you do it. It takes patience 
but crosshatching will give you the opportunity to change colors and create shading and 
texture. Save any solidly colored areas for last. This gives you the freedom to change 
your mind.  
 
     With light parallel strokes, draw in the base color of each region in the drawing. This 
is similar to blocking in colors in an oil or acrylic painting and adding details or shading 
on top of that. Although I have not tried it yet it is possible to tone an area of paper with 
another medium before beginning to ink it. The choices however, are limited. You can't 
use anything chalky which can clog your ballpoint pens and smear. You can't use 
anything waxy like crayons because the ink must make contact with the paper and again 
the wax can clog your ballpoint pen. That leaves markers or watercolors. Try using them 
in a even coat without saturating the paper. Using an under color can represent the final 
ink color or be another color designed to tone, enhance, or change your final color. 

     Work from lightest to darkest by adding layers of ink over the base color. The lightest 
areas may have only two layers of ink but darker areas may have five or six. Change 
your stroke directions for each layer of ink. Remember what you practiced using more or 
less pressure on a ballpoint pen has an effect on the amount of ink it deposits. Use more 
pressure in darker areas and less in light areas. 

     To get strong colors you will need to use many layers of ink. Colors can be modified 
by combining different ink colors. Work one color into the other with light strokes and 
change line directions to achieve a crosshatched texture. This will help blend the layers 
of color and ink more smoothly. 

     Depth and dimension can be created by careful shading. If you think of your drawing 
as being three dimensional and remember how light changes as it crosses a shape you 
will have more success portraying three dimensions. An added advantage of using 
ballpoint pen is that your shading lines need not be straight they can curve to help define 
the contour of an object. 

     Working in a very well controlled layer of black ballpoint ink will help to deepen 
shadows. Leave it subtle unless you want to accomplish a gloomy or darkened emotional 
component to your work. Highlight your deepest shadow areas with slightly exaggerated 
outlines and blend them in. 

      A printed image is made of dots. (Dots Per Inch DPI ) The display on your computer 
is created by dots of color, called pixels, as well. (Pixels Per Inch PPI) Impressionists 



use small brush strokes laid next to each other to create their paintings. Pointillists use 
round dots of paint for theirs. The lines of a ballpoint pen laid down next to each other 
and over each other create an image in a way that is not different from those other 
techniques. You are attempting to take many small units and blend them into one image. 

 

In this detail from the drawing Rock Nymph you can see the technique described 
above. 

The very light nymph figure has only one layer of ballpoint lines. The lines are laid in a 
parallel pattern and in most areas follow the body contour. 

The large boulder directly behind the figure is darker. The effect was gotten by spacing 
the parallel lines more closely together and using more pressure on the pen. There is 
crosshatching on the bottom shadow area of the boulder. 

The boulder on which the figure is seated has four layers of ink on it's lightest area with 
each layer going in a different direction. Additional layers plus black were worked into 
the shadow areas and the edges were outlined especially along the shadow side. 

 


