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Drawing needs regular prac ce. We all know this - but prac ce
also needs to be fun! So I've devised these exercises that 
anyone can use, things that I do now and again but really 
should do more o en. They're simple techniques that are 
basic groundwork but never stop being essen al, and they can
push you to prac se seeing a bit differently than you 
otherwise would. 

Above all, doing quick sketches in a specific way is a really 
good way to relax. It holds your a en on, stops you from 
worrying about other things, gives you a sense of achievement
(a task completed!) and helps give you a sense of wonder 
about what you're looking at.

I've chosen trees (in summer) as a subject, but it could be 
anything. Sketch outdoors, from a window, or if that's not 
possible, from a photograph. You could even try Google 
Streetview! 

MATERIALS

In this series I used cartridge paper in an A6 
sketchbook  (the small size is easy to carry about) 
and a so  2B pencil, good for making rich dark tones 
and pale light tones and lots in between. A so  
pencil - B or 2B - will smudge (you can rub it with 
your finger to make grey tones when you draw) but 
when you've finished, to keep the drawing clean 
either leave the opposite page blank, or spray your 
drawings with hairspray. Don't use an expensive 
sketchbook because the idea is to do a lot of these 
exercises, and not worry about making mistakes or 
doing bad drawings – it’s all about prac ce.

1.  TRUNK SILHOUETTE

Start with something really quick - 2 minutes or less. Find
a tree, and put yourself at a distance where you can see 
the whole trunk (depending on where you are it may not
be easy to see the whole tree).
Look at the shape of the trunk. Keep your eyes mostly on
the tree and not so much on the paper, and draw its 
silhoue e. No ce what happens where it goes into the 
ground, where it's widest and how much it narrows as it 
goes up.....

Then if you feel like it, do the same thing from a different
angle and see how much the silhoue e changes. 



2. SINGLE CONTOUR SKETCH

Another quick one. A super-useful warm-up prac ce lots 
of sketchers do. Get as close as you can to some of the 
leaves on a lower branch and do a single contour line 
drawing of the shapes. Just put your pencil on the paper 
and follow the edges of each leaf, one at a me, keeping 
the pencil on the paper and trying not to take it off as 
you draw. Keep looking at the leaves as much as you can,
and not at the paper! This will make for a wobbly sketch, 
but it's an exercise in looking and learning how to 'feel' 
your pencil as it makes a drawing. (That may sound 
funny but it does work – try it)! 

3. TEXTURE – ROOTS AND BARK

Something that'll take a bit longer - roots and bark. This 
is about shape again but also about texture, so 
experiment a bit to find out what your pencil can do to 
show so  wiggly tu y feathery things like moss, ny root
fronds (if there are any), and tough sharp hard rough 
surfaces like bark. What pa erns does the bark have? 
Different trees have very dis nc ve varia ons. 

Things happen while you're drawing. Make notes - on 
colour, and texture, and anything that you find yourself 
wondering about. 



4. WHOLE TREE SHAPE

If you can get far enough away from your tree to see the 
whole of it you can do another exercise a bit like the 
first, and draw a rough silhoue e - this me with some 
added tone to show a bit of the structure. Each tree 
species has a characteris c shape, but no two trees are 
the same. 

5.  TREE SHAPES FROM A DISTANCE

Looking at a wider landscape in a park, or across fields or
hills, you'll find different species of tree either in 
hedgerows or at field corners, or at the edge of 
woodland or along roads and tracks - and all have 
different shapes and textures. Drawing foliage from a 
distance is more about differences in tone - you can't see
individual leaves. 

This exercise is a bit like doing gesture drawings of 
people or animals – quick sketches from life that show 
movement and character. The idea is to capture the 
general idea of the tree.



6. FOLIAGE 

When you have a chance to get near to a lower branch 
it's interes ng to draw it from a distance first, ge ng just
the general impression of the shape and texture and 
then go up close and examine it in detail. 

The way leaves (or in this case needles) overlap can 
make it seem complicated but just start from the ones in 
front, and gradually build up the ones behind. Adding 
some tone can some mes make it easier to see the 
pa ern. 

Look at the spaces between the leaves, as well as the 
leaves themselves – this could be a separate exercise in 
itself.

7. PATTERN AND TONE

By now you’ve explored a fair bit about trees and foliage 
from a distance and close up. Time to try a mid-distance 
sketch of a tree with some of its lower branches, some of
which will cross in front of the trunk and make pa erns 
of light and shade. 

Start with a faint general outline of shapes, and build 
from there, paler tones first, then darker. You'll get 
places where you see dark individual leaves against a 
light background, and places where foliage is light 
against the dark trunk. There may be shadows. 

A lot of this is about pa ern as well as tone, and a 
drawing like this can take a bit longer to do – it’s a 
process of discovery. Build up areas of tone gradually, 
and if you're not sure how dark or light something is - 
look at it through half closed eyes. That can tell you a lot 
– and the contrast of a very dark tone right next to a very
light one can really make it ‘pop’!

8. Think up your own exercises! If you know you're 
struggling with something, see if you can work out why 
and how you can tackle it. Breaking it down into a clear 
simple exercise that you can prac se regularly makes it 
less bothersome, and you're more likely to do it. Li le 
and o en is easiest, best - and more fun. 




