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Introduction 
 

The reference photo for this tutorial was one I used for a commissioned portrait and the 

client has very kindly given her permission for me to use it here.  

The name of this gorgeous looking Australian Shepherd is Burton. For this portrait, the 

client asked me to make Burton’s coat more shiny and smooth. You may be able to see in 

the reference photo that it was actually snowing, which left his coat without its usual 

lustre. The client asked for an 8x10 inch graphite portrait on drafting film. 

 

Drafting film is an excellent support for coloured pencils. You will find drafting film 

available at most large art supplies stores and also online. I often use Sihl’s Rapidraw 

which is available at the larger Eckersley stores (within Australia) or you can get Grafix 

Drafting film from Draftex. In the US, Grafix offers either a student grade drafting film in 

pad form under the name of Dura-lar, or their artist grade film, which can be bought either 

by the sheet or roll from Dick Blick’s at http://www.dickblick.com/products/grafix-

drafting-film/. This cat was drawn on the Grafix Duralar. In the UK, it is sold under the 

name of Polydraw. 

 

Drafting film is quite unlike any other drawing surface in the way that it accepts and 

responds to coloured pencils. It will only accept about 4-5 layers of pencil before 

becoming saturated and then non-receptive to further layers. This can also be an advantage 

though, as it allows you to achieve rich and rapid colour saturation in a relatively short 

period of time. Because of the nature of the film, it is best to do your initial layers with a 

gentle hand.  

 

 
 

A small sample of drafting film with a coin placed behind it. 

 
 

https://www.draftex.com.au/product/drafting-film
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Materials List: 

 

If you would like to use colours very similar to the ones used here, but don’t have that 

brand, I do offer a Colour Pencil Conversion Chart available from my website which will 

guide you as to which colours may be substituted when working between different brands. 
 

• A4 sheet of drafting film 

• Range of graphite pencils – 6H, 3H, F, HB, 2B 

• Faber Castell Polychromo Black Pencil 

• Prismacolour Verithin Black Pencil 

• HB Mechanical pencil in 0.3mm and 0.5mm 

• Cotton buds 

• tortillon 

• Tissues or paper towels 

• Fixative spray 

• Kneadable eraser, Typewriter eraser 

• Jac paper 

• Backing board, eg. Illustration board or white polypropylene card 

 

The Jac paper and backing board are optional as the drafting film is quite a 

thin weight paper, however, does tolerate a fair amount of handling without 

damage. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.karenhullart.com/Coloured-Pencil-Conversion-and-Comparison-Charts.php


 

 6 

 

Line Drawing 
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Transferring your Image 
 

A rough outline of Burton was done by placing the drafting film over the photo. This gives 

an easy reference for placement of features and areas of dark or light tones. The outline is 

done with a fairly hard pencil, such as a 3H, but with a light hand, so that indentations are 

not left on the paper, and it is easier to erase any mistakes. Be sure to include accurate 

placement of the pupil and highlights in the eyes, the nose, nostrils and tiny details on the 

nose, and also the mouth, as these are the most important features for any dog portrait. 
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The Eyes 
 

 
 

 

Whether working on a pet portrait or a portrait of a person, the eyes are always the most 

important part of a portrait for me. They truly are the windows to the soul, and in many 

cases, can be the difference between a good portrait and a great portrait. Some artists 

prefer to leave the eyes until they have completed the rest of the portrait. I prefer to work 

on the eyes first – there doesn’t seem to be much point in spending hours on a portrait, 

only to find that the portrait is spoiled because the eyes haven’t worked out as you would 

like.  
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It is important to study the all the shapes, lines and tones that make up an eye, and also the 

areas of light. Without the highlights in the eye, and the white areas that indicate moisture, 

an eye can look flat and dull. The first stage is to do an accurate outline of the eye using a 

medium grade pencil such as a HB. The next stage is the pupil. Avoid doing the pupil as a 

solid dark circle, as this can look artificial. Start with a medium tone pencil and lightly 

block in the pupil, and then gradually build up your darks with lines coming from the 

centre of the pupil. The darker values are done with either a mechanical pencil or a black 

pencil, depending on your preference. The key is to build slowly and gently, as it is always 

easier to add more value, and far more difficult to remove pencil work. 

In this case the highlight in the centre of the pupil had soft edges, and so rather than 

drawing a circle in the middle of the pupil, I have worked lines in towards the highlight. 

 

The iris has been done using harder pencils such as the 6H and 3H and lines are carefully 

added from the pupil to the outer eye, again taking a slow and gently approach, to ensure 

that your values do not become too dark too quickly. 

The darker values of the iris may then be added using a HB mechanical pencil (in this case 

a 0.3mm was used) 

 

The dark ring around the eye was done with a black pencil. Use a tortillon to blend the 

lines of the iris, using an outward motion. This will soften and blend your lines, giving a 

more realistic appearance. Try to keep the white areas for the highlight and moisture spots 

free from pencil work, but if any graphite enters these areas, it can be removed with a 

kneadable eraser. 

 

Some artists will work on the entire portrait at once, building up areas as they go. My 

personal preference is to work on an area at a time, until it is almost finished, before 

moving on to the next area. Once the portrait is completed, I then go back and review the 

whole piece to see which areas need darkening, or further highlights added. 
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The Nose 
 

 
 

 

The pad of a dog’s nose is made up hundreds of little circular shapes. It isn’t always 

necessary to include each of these shapes in a dog portrait, but if you prefer a highly 

detailed look and have lots of patience, then it can add to the interest in your pet artwork. 

In this case, the tiny shapes were drawn in using a HB pencil, and were then lightly 

smudged and blended using a tortillon, leaving some white areas to indicate the moisture 

that is usually present on a dog’s nose. The shapes were then drawn in again use a 

mechanical pencil and were again lightly blended. The darkest areas have been added in 

with a black pencil. You will find in later scans of the portrait, that I have gone back and 

darkened certain areas even further. 
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Use a 3H and lightly add in hairs coming away from the nose and down towards the mouth 

and cheek areas, also above the nose. Be sure to study the direction that the hairs go in 

your reference photo, and also the length of the hairs. In general, the hairs on top of the 

nose will be shorter than those coming from below the nose. Use a softer pencil (such as a 

2B) and a mechanical pencil to add in darker hairs around the nose. Again, blend these. 

The hairs added with the mechanical pencil will not blend as well as the graphite pencil, so 

use the mechanical pencil where you want more definition. 

 

Use the kneadable eraser and typewriter eraser to clean up any highlights than have 

become darkened with graphite. Blend the area on top of the nose, where the hairs are 

shortest. Once the tortillon has a build up of graphite on the end, you can use this to add in 

more soft hairs as required. I like to keep one end of my tortillon clean for fresh blending, 

and one end with graphite on it to draw with. 

 

 
 

The close-up image of the nose was cropped from this image. With the image scanned out, 

you can see the effectiveness of the darker and lighter areas on the nose.   
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In the image above, you can see that both eyes are now complete, and hairs have been 

applied to the area between the eyes. Use your harder grade pencils and tortillon to apply 

the softer, lighter hairs, and then gradually work up to softer grade pencils for the darker 

areas. For the really dark areas, a 2B mechanical pencil and black Verithin pencil were 

used. Highlights near the eyebrow are lifted out using a kneadable eraser, which has been 

flattened out to a very thin ridge, and then the tortillon is used to blend the darker areas 

into these highlights. 

 

 
The Right Ear 

 
Here you can see that I have started to add the hairs for the right ear using an HB pencil, 

doing long sweeping strokes from the head down to the ends of the ear. The hairs are then 

blended with a tortillon. Darker hairs are added closer into the head to indicate the 

shadows and darker hairs. These are done using a 2B graphite pencil, a 2B mechanical 

pencil and finally, a black pencil. The graphite pencil will smudge and blend the most, the 

mechanical pencil to a lesser degree, and you will find the black pencil barely blends at all, 

and so this is saved for those areas where you want very dark, clearly defined hairs. 
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Development of the Face 
 

 
 

As the portrait progresses, you can see that I have continued to add hairs, following 

closely the contours of the head and studying the direction of Burton’s coat as I go. There 

is no need to fill in areas completely; rather you can add some hairs, and then blend with 

the tortillon. This will create the effect of highlights and lowlights within the coat, rather 

than having a solid colour. Each time you have finished blending with the tortillon, you 

then take time to assess the portrait, to see which areas need to be darkened or where, 

perhaps, some areas need sections removed. Because, in this case, the client wanted 
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Burton’s coat to look shiny, it is important to add some highlights in those areas that 

would naturally reflect the light such as the forehead and top of the nose. 

 

You may notice the whiskers on the right side of Burton’s face, coming out towards his 

ear. These have been achieved by using a very sharp craft knife and scratching outward in 

a sgraffito effect. This is one of the wonderful aspects of working with drafting film, as 

scratches can be made cleanly, without risk of tearing. This is handy for tidying up areas, 

adding whiskers, or tiny highlights. 

 
The Left Ear 
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In this image, I have continued to add hairs to create Burton’s left ear. In this case, I have 

started with medium values, using a HB pencil. Lighter areas are then lifted out using a 

kneadable eraser, and darker areas are worked in with the 2B graphite pencil, the 2B 

mechanical pencil and some black pencil for the very darkest areas. 

 

It is important to keep the hairs soft around the edges, to ensure there is no outline, and 

this will give a more realistic appearance. Again, careful attention is paid to the direction 

of the hair, in particular under the left eye heading around under the ear. 

 

 

Close up of the Face and Muzzle 
 

 
 

This is a close up of Burton’s muzzle. You can see where I have continued to add more 

hairs around his face, below his left eyes, and in particular, his left muzzle. If you look 

closely, you can also see that some hairs are white and more whiskers have been added. 

These were done with the sharp knife, and will add to the realism of your portrait. The 

hairs around the muzzle have more definition, than the softer, longer ones of his coat, and 
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so minimal blending is required here. In contrast, I use a lot of gentle blending when 

coming up to the lightest areas of coat, to ensure a gentle gradation of shading. 

 

As the face is almost completed, I now check all the proportions and shades and tones to 

be sure of accuracy. When looking at any portrait of either an animal or a person, it is easy 

for our brain to trick us into thinking that the proportions are correct. One method I have 

learnt which is a very effective way of checking your accuracy is to turn both your portrait 

and your reference photo upside down. This forces your brain to look at the artwork as a 

series of shapes, tones and shadows, rather than as a dog’s head with eyes, ears and nose. 

It is amazing how many discrepancies you can pick up by using this simple technique. Try 

and move away from the portrait and look at it with squinty eyes to see if there are any 

glaring mistakes between your portrait and reference photo. I find there are usually some 

errors with almost every portrait I do, particularly the finer details of the eyes, which are 

easily seen once the portrait is either turned on its side or upside down. 

 

 

 

The upper part of the face is now nearing completion, however, because the graphite does 

smudge on the drafting film, some areas have lightened as I work across them, and so in 

the later stages of the portrait, it is necessary to go back and darken some of the darks, 

especially in the pupils and the nose. I always work with either a tissue or piece of paper 

towel under my right hand to prevent grease from my palm coming into contact with the 

drafting film, so some of the pencil work is lifted off in this way. It is more important to 

keep the drafting film free of the oils that build up on the skin and is fairly easy to re add 

the darker values at a later stage. 
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The Neck and Dog Tag 
 

 
 

In this instance the client was keen to be able to see the dog tag, whereas some clients will 

request that tags and collars are removed. The dog tag was carefully drawn in and black 

verithin was used to fill in the areas around the tag on the darker side. It is important to get 

the angle of the ring of the dog tag correct, because if this is lopsided, or uneven, the eyes 

of the viewer will be drawn to it straight away. Be sure to lift out or leave the highlight on 

the ring, as it is metal which will reflect the light at some point. I used a 6H sharpened to a 

fine point to carefully draw in the ring and tag.  The body of the tag was achieved by very 

gently blending the writing on the tag using a cotton bud. The writing was then rewritten. 

Lighter areas on the tag were lifted out with a kneadable eraser, and definition was given 

to the outlines on the tag. 

 

The darker areas of the coat around the tag were then added using a combination of 2B 

graphite, 2B mechanical and a black Polychromo pencil. The lighter area at the bottom of 

the right ear was left softer, and areas were lifted out using the kneadable eraser. Fine hairs 

were also scratched out with the sharp craft knife.  

 

 



 

 21 

 

 
 

You can see that Burton is now starting to take shape. Any time I do an artwork or portrait, 

there reaches a point where I am less than satisfied with what I see. But I find with a little 

tweak here and a little tweak there, that eventually I can achieve something with which I 

am content. Try to resist the urge to discard unfinished works. In most cases they are 

salvageable, and they are a tangible part of the journey of improving yourself as an artist. I 

used to throw the majority of my artworks out, because I was way too critical, but have 

learnt over the years to be kinder to myself, and that perfection is not always the answer. 

 

In many cases, the reason for our discontent might be something very minor, which is 

easily remedied, or perhaps the artwork just needs a little more darkening of values or 

detail added, and often this is all that’s needed to make the portrait or artwork more 

pleasing. 
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On the next page is the completed portrait, and you may notice now that many of the 

darker areas have been reworked and darkened. Having high contrast between your lighter 

and darker areas within a graphite portrait will give a more dramatic result and add to the 

interest for the viewer. Once a portrait is completed, I like to leave it overnight and then 

reassess it with a fresh mind the next morning to see if there are any areas than need extra 

work or fixing.  

 

Because graphite smudges quite easily on the drafting film, I always finish with a light 

coat of workable fixative spray. This does leave a slight glaze on the artwork, which is 

only obvious under very bright lights, and it does not detract from the artwork at all. 

 

I often get asked about whether I back my drafting film artwork onto a firmer surface, as 

the drafting film is quite a lightweight material. I used to back the film onto white 

polypropylene card using Jac paper (double sided adhesive paper). This process does give 

a lovely seamless and sturdy look to your finished piece but can also be fraught with 

problems if air bubbles and dust get between the adhesive paper and the drafting film. 

These days I use the Photo corners and slip the drafting film into each corner which is then 

attached to a smooth white surface such as white illustration board, the white 

polypropylene card or Bristol board. On completion of the work, you can then slip the film 

out to brush away any dust or dirt that may have slipped in behind your work while you 

were working and then pop the film back into place. 

 

I do hope this tutorial has provided some helpful hints on doing graphite portraits on 

drafting film. If you have any questions about this tutorial, or have picked up any errors, 

please don’t hesitate to contact me. 

 

Happy drawing!!! 

 

 
Please note, this tutorial is intended for personal use only and is not to be sold or reused in any manner 

other than those approved by the author. 

 

 

The Completed Artwork 



 

 23 

 

 

 



 

 24 

Other Tutorials 
 

The following pages include images and links to tutorials on my website at 

www.karenhullart.com.  

As thanks for purchasing this kit you can use the code 5ed7c490b3 to get 10% 

discount off your next purchase. 

 
 

     

    

    

http://www.karenhullart.com/
http://www.karenhullart.com/Coloured-Pencil-Conversion-and-Comparison-Charts.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Watercolour-Pencil-Conversion-Comparison-Charts.php
https://www.karenhullart.com/Splash-Tutorial-in-Coloured-Pencil.php
https://www.karenhullart.com/Ruby-Tutorial.php
https://www.karenhullart.com/Step-by-Step-Tutorial-Amber-Cat.php
https://www.karenhullart.com/Realistic-Landscapes-in-Coloured-pencil.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Creative-Colour-with-Realism.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/The-Apprentice-Tutorial.php
https://www.karenhullart.com/The-Assistant-Tutorial.php
https://www.karenhullart.com/Black-and-White-Portrait.php
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