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1
SKILL LEVEL  1

BEGINNER
Building tone from individual dots.
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Stippling — Beginner

What Is Stippling?
Stippling is a drawing technique that builds tone and texture exclusively through the placement of individual

dots. No lines, no strokes — only dots. The tone of an area is determined by the density of dots within it: more

dots per unit area = darker; fewer dots = lighter. Stippling produces a characteristic visual texture that is

different from any line-based technique — it is granular, optical, and gives drawings a quality associated with

engraving, scientific illustration, and certain styles of illustration.

The key tool is a fine-tipped pen (0.1 to 0.5mm) or a mechanical pencil. Each dot should be a clean, consistent

tap — not a scratch, not a drag. The dot size should stay consistent throughout; value variation comes from

density, not from dot size variation (in most stippling styles).

[ VISUAL EXAMPLE ]

Three stippled value areas: left = sparse dots (light value), centre = medium density (mid value), right = dense dots (dark
value). The eye optically mixes the dots into perceived values. Below: the same three values rendered with lines for
comparison.

Dot Density as Value Control
Stippling requires a specific mindset: think in terms of density fields, not individual marks. A darker area needs

a higher density of dots — but the dots should still be distributed evenly within the area, not clustered. Uneven

dot distribution within a tone area produces a mottled, inconsistent value. The discipline is maintaining even

distribution across the area while gradually transitioning from one density to another at the boundary.

Common Mistakes

Dots that form unintentional lines

Unconsciously aligning dots in rows creates a hatching-like texture rather than the optical grain of true stippling.

Place dots randomly, not in rows or grids.

Inconsistent dot sizes

Some dots large (dragged), some small (tapped), producing an uneven texture. All dots should be the same size

— a clean, consistent tap.

Building tone by touching dots together

Merging dots to create darker areas rather than increasing dot density. Dots should remain individually distinct at

all density levels.

Stippling too quickly

Rushing the dot placement produces irregular, careless marks. Stippling is slow; good stippling cannot be hurried.
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Beginner Exercises

Dot Consistency Warm-Up 15 min

TRAINS: Training consistent dot placement

STEPS

1. Spend 10 minutes placing dots: rows of 100 dots, focusing on making each dot identical in size.

2. Use a 0.3mm or 0.5mm fineliner or mechanical pencil.

3. Each dot should be a single clean tap — same pressure, same duration.

4. Compare your first 100 dots to your last 100: is consistency improving?

SELF-EVALUATE:

Are your dots becoming more consistent in size and shape with practice? How many minutes of practice were
needed to feel consistently controlled?

5-Step Stippled Value Scale 20 min

TRAINS: Building tonal range through dot density

STEPS

1. Create 5 stippled rectangles (3cm × 3cm each) from light to dark.

2. Light: very sparse dots (approx 20% coverage). Mid-light: 40%. Mid: 60%. Dark: 80%. Very dark: 95%+.

3. Within each rectangle, dots should be evenly distributed — no clustering, no rows.

4. The 5 steps should look like 5 clearly distinct values when viewed at arm's length.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Are all 5 value steps clearly distinct at arm's length? Is the dot distribution even within each step (no visible
clustering)?
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Stippled Sphere 30 min

TRAINS: Gradient through dot density on a curved form

STEPS

1. Draw a sphere outline. Fill it using stippling, building from light (highlight area) to dark (core shadow) using only
dot density variation.

2. No lines. No blending. Only dots.

3. The gradient from highlight to core shadow should be smooth when viewed at reading distance.

4. Add cast shadow below the sphere in stippling as well.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Does the stippled sphere communicate a smooth gradient when viewed at arm's length? Is the tone smooth or can
you see dot density jumps?

Stippling from Reference 45 min

TRAINS: Recreating a value study in stippling

STEPS

1. Find a black and white photograph with clear value structure (a face or still life).

2. Recreate the image in stippling only — no lines.

3. Identify the value zones in the photograph and translate each to an appropriate dot density.

4. This is a direct translation exercise — you're converting a photograph's values to dot densities.

SELF-EVALUATE:

How closely does the stippled version match the photograph's value structure? Which value zones were hardest to
recreate with stippling?

Beginner Resources

Alphonso Dunn — Pen and Ink Drawing
amazon.com/search?q=alphonso+dunn+pen+ink

The most comprehensive beginner treatment of stippling technique and its applications.

Proko — Drawing Techniques
youtube.com/user/ProkoTV

Free. Stippling in the context of broader drawing technique coverage.
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Virtual Instructor — Stippling
thevirtualinstructor.com

Step-by-step video on stippling technique for beginners. Practical and clear.
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2
SKILL LEVEL  2

HOBBYIST
Stippling for form, volume, and technical precision.
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Stippling — Hobbyist

Stippling Form and Volume
Using stippling to describe three-dimensional form requires the same understanding of value zones and

gradient as any other technique — but the execution in stippling is different. The gradient is built by gradually

transitioning dot density from light areas to dark areas. On curved forms, this transition should be smooth and

consistent. The challenge with stippling is that you cannot blend or smudge — every change in value requires

physically placing more or fewer dots. This forces precision and prevents the common blending-based error of

accidentally softening form edges that should be sharp.

Combining Stippling with Line
Most professional stippled illustration combines stippling with contour lines: lines define the edges and

structural forms while stippling fills in the tonal values. The combination gives clear structure from the lines and

rich tonal depth from the stipple. The balance between line weight and stipple density is an aesthetic decision

— heavier lines with lighter stipple creates a graphic look; fine lines with dense stipple creates a more tonal,

engraved quality.

Common Mistakes

Form lost in uniform stipple density

A stippled figure where the density is uniform across all lit and shadow areas, producing a flat, texturised

silhouette rather than a three-dimensional form.

Stippling too light throughout the shadow zones

Fear of dark values producing stippled shadows that are too light. True darks require very high density stippling —

it takes more dots than expected.

Stipple that doesn't vary with distance

Foreground and background stipple at identical density and dot size. Distant areas should use smaller, more

tightly spaced dots (or simply lower density) for aerial perspective.

Hobbyist Exercises
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Portrait Stipple Study 75 min

TRAINS: Full portrait rendered in stipple

STEPS

1. Draw a portrait from reference using stippling as the primary tonal technique.

2. Stage 1: light line structure.

3. Stage 2: establish the darkest zones first (shadow under the brow, inside the nostril, eye sockets).

4. Stage 3: build out the mid-tones.

5. Stage 4: leave the lightest areas as paper white.

6. The portrait should have a full value range from white to near-black.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Does the stippled portrait have a convincing full-value range? Are the darkest zones (eye sockets, nostril, shadows)
sufficiently dark?

Stipple and Line Illustration 60 min

TRAINS: Combining line structure with stipple tone

STEPS

1. Create an illustration using lines for structure and stippling for all tonal values.

2. Lines: contour, structure, and primary shadow edges.

3. Stippling: all value transitions, form shading, and texture.

4. The balance: fine lines + dense stipple (engraving-like) or bold lines + light stipple (graphic-like) — choose one
direction.

5. The illustration should feel like a coherent combination of the two techniques.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Do the line and stipple elements work cohesively rather than feeling like two separate drawings overlaid? Which
areas benefited most from the line-stipple combination?
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Scientific Illustration Style 60 min

TRAINS: Stippling for precision and accuracy

STEPS

1. Draw a natural object (a leaf, a shell, a seed pod, an insect) in the tradition of scientific illustration.

2. Use stippling exclusively for all tonal values.

3. The drawing should be: accurate to the object's form and proportions, clearly showing material and texture
through stipple character, and having a full value range.

4. Reference: the stipple illustration tradition in natural history books.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Does the scientific illustration style suit your subject? How does stippling compare to other techniques for this kind
of precise, analytical illustration?

Stippled Environment 55 min

TRAINS: Using stippling for landscape or architecture

STEPS

1. Draw a landscape or architectural scene using stippling as the primary technique.

2. Focus on: using dot density variation to suggest depth (aerial perspective), varying dot size or density to suggest
different surface textures, and keeping the sky light and the ground and shadows appropriately dark.

3. The scene should have at least 3 clearly distinct depth planes communicable through stipple alone.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Are the 3 depth planes clearly distinct through stipple technique? Does the stipple technique suit the environmental
subject?

Hobbyist Resources

Alphonso Dunn — Pen and Ink Drawing
amazon.com/search?q=alphonso+dunn+pen+ink

The most detailed hobbyist treatment of stippling for form and illustration.

Klaus Doderer — Scientific Illustration
natureillustratie.nl

Stippling technique in scientific illustration context. High-level technical stippling.
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Ctrl+Paint — Dot and Texture Techniques
ctrlpaint.com

Free library. Stippling and dot-based texture building.
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3
SKILL LEVEL  3

PROFESSIONAL
Stippling as identity and high-density scale work.



The Drawing Path  ·  thedrawingpath.com 14

Stippling — Professional

Stippling as Style Identity
Several major illustrators have made stippling their signature technique — Virgil Finlay, Franklin Booth (who

used a related ruling/fine line approach), and many contemporary illustrators. For these artists, the stippled

quality is inseparable from their visual identity. The discipline is mastering the technique so thoroughly that the

individual marks disappear into the overall effect — the viewer sees form, value, and texture, not dots. This

level of mastery requires significant accumulated practice with the specific tool and density control needed for

the artist's scale of work.

High-Density Stippling at Scale
Professional-level stippling in large format or high-detail applications requires working strategies for managing

density at scale. Zones of maximum density (near-black) may require hundreds of overlapping dots per square

centimetre — this takes significant time. Professional stipple illustrators typically work in specific scan-reduction

ratios: drawing larger than print size so that the dot density at print scale appears consistent and the individual

dots are not visible at the final resolution. Understanding the production chain from drawing size to print size is

a professional consideration.

Common Mistakes

Working at print size rather than at reduction scale

Drawing stippled illustration at exactly the final print size produces dots that are visible as dots in print. Work at

150–200% of final size and reduce for print.

Inconsistent density accumulation strategy

No systematic approach to building up density in dark zones. Professional stipple requires a deliberate build-up

strategy from light to dark.

Rushing the dark zones

Applying a second pass of stipple before the first pass is dry or set, causing smearing or uneven build-up.

Patience is mandatory in high-density stippling.

Professional Exercises
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High-Density Portrait 120 min

TRAINS: Full-value stippled portrait at professional quality

STEPS

1. Draw a full portrait at 200% of intended print size using stippling exclusively.

2. Achieve a full value range: the darkest areas (deep shadows, hair) must be near-black through high-density
stippling.

3. The lightest areas must be pure paper white.

4. Scan and reduce to 50% of drawn size. Evaluate: do individual dots disappear at final print scale?

5. This tests the professional scan-reduction workflow.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Do the dots become invisible at 50% print size? Does the reduced image look more like a continuous-tone
photograph?

Stipple Identity Development 3 × 60 min + 60 min

TRAINS: Finding your stipple voice

STEPS

1. Create 3 completed stippled illustrations in 3 different styles: (a) tight, precise, uniform dots (scientific), (b) varied
dot sizes with gestural distribution (expressive), (c) stipple combined with line (graphic).

2. Evaluate: which style best aligns with your overall visual identity?

3. Create a 4th illustration using the chosen style as your definitive stipple approach.

4. Write a 100-word description of your stipple voice for use in a professional portfolio statement.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Is the 4th illustration more confident and coherent than the first 3? Does the portfolio statement accurately describe
the visual quality of the 4th illustration?
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Production Stipple Study 30 + 90 + 180 min

TRAINS: Speed vs quality calibration

STEPS

1. Create 3 versions of the same portrait stipple in different time budgets: 30 minutes, 90 minutes, 3 hours.

2. For each: maximise quality within the time constraint.

3. Evaluate: at what time budget does stipple quality plateau? What is the minimum viable time for a
professional-quality stipple at your current skill level?

4. This informs your production pricing and scheduling.

SELF-EVALUATE:

At what time budget does the quality plateau? Does the 3-hour version justify 6× the time investment over the
30-minute version?

Major Stipple Illustration 4–6 hours

TRAINS: Production-level illustration in stipple

STEPS

1. Create a full production-quality illustration in stipple: a figure in an environment, full value range, complete tonal
description.

2. Work at 150% of final size for scan reduction.

3. Apply all the technical mastery of the previous exercises: consistent dots, controlled density buildup, full value
range, form description through density gradient.

4. Deliver as a print-ready file.

SELF-EVALUATE:

Is the finished illustration print-ready? Does it demonstrate mastery of the technique at a professional level?

Professional Resources

Virgil Finlay — Art of Virgil Finlay
amazon.com/search?q=virgil+finlay

The classic stipple illustration master. Essential study for professional stipple illustrators.

Alphonso Dunn — Pen and Ink Drawing
amazon.com/search?q=alphonso+dunn+pen+ink

The comprehensive pen and ink treatment. The stippling chapters are at professional level.
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Gnomon Workshop — Illustration Techniques
thegnomonworkshop.com

Professional illustration workflow including stipple-style texture approaches.

Master Exercise Index
All exercises consolidated for quick reference.

Beginner

# Exercise Name What It Trains Duration

B1 Dot Consistency Warm-Up Training consistent dots 15 min

B2 5-Step Stippled Scale Value range through density 20 min

B3 Stippled Sphere Gradient through dots 30 min

B4 Stippling from Reference Value translation exercise 45 min

Hobbyist

# Exercise Name What It Trains Duration

H1 Portrait Stipple Study Full portrait in stipple 75 min

H2 Stipple and Line Combined techniques 60 min

H3 Scientific Illustration Precision stipple 60 min

H4 Stippled Environment Landscape with stipple 55 min

Professional

# Exercise Name What It Trains Duration

P1 High-Density Portrait Scan reduction workflow 120 min

P2 Stipple Identity Finding your voice 3×60 + 60 min

P3 Production Time Calibration Speed vs quality 300 min

P4 Major Stipple Illustration Print-ready production 4-6 hours
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Resource Directory
All recommended resources, consolidated.

Beginner

Resource URL Notes

Alphonso Dunn Pen Ink amazon.com Comprehensive stipple

Proko Drawing Techniques youtube.com/user/ProkoTV Free technique coverage

Virtual Instructor Stippling thevirtualinstructor.com Beginner video

Hobbyist

Resource URL Notes

Alphonso Dunn Pen Ink amazon.com Form and illustration stipple

Klaus Doderer Scientific natureillustratie.nl Scientific illustration

Ctrl+Paint Dot Texture ctrlpaint.com Free dot techniques

Professional

Resource URL Notes

Virgil Finlay Art amazon.com Classic stipple master

Alphonso Dunn Pen Ink amazon.com Professional stipple chapters

Gnomon Illustration thegnomonworkshop.com Professional workflow


