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Botanical Art for Beginners 

Part 3 Leaves, Drawing Line and Tone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  

The success of any leaf illustration is dependent on the initial understanding and accurate drawing of the 
leaf, which incorporates all of the important features for identification, such as the correct shape, 
venation pattern, leaf margin, tip and base.  

In this part of the course you will begin by making simple measured line drawings which demonstrate 
these features. Thereafter, you will move on to adding tone to your drawings. Later in the Leaf section 
of the course you will produce colour charts and watercolour illustrations of leaves. 

Observation and Measured Leaf Portraits  

Begin by fine tuning your observation skills by examining leaf features and drawing some basic leaf 
shapes as simple leaf portraits. Keep in mind the following:  

Typical measured line drawing of a compound rose leaf  
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• A leaf portrait should convey the basic information about a leaf, being accurate in measurement, 
shape, margin, tip and venation. Use line drawing with an H or HB pencil for this exercise.	

• A tonal drawing uses light and shade to convey form and has no apparent outline. You can use a 
variety of grades to render the form in a tonal drawing..  

Fig 1 and 2 Above: Line drawings of leaves, with tone being added the right hand leaf, note how 
the tone creates form and the outline merges into the tonal work 

Exercise 1 Observe, Identify and Draw  
Your first task is to collect a variety of leaves, choose 3 or 4 leaves with different features. Complete 
line drawings of each leaf using the guidance below. 

Identify the individual features of each leaf by sketching and making notes. This will help you to 
understand the structure of the leaf. You can even make a leaf rubbing using tracing paper and a soft 
pencil to rub over the surface, this will reveal the venation pattern in some leaves.  

Here are some guidelines of what to look for in a leaf: 
Shape: Leaves come in various shapes, so try to describe this shape. Is the leaf oval, rounded, heart 
shaped or linear? etc. 
Margin: The outer edge of the leaf e.g. is it serrated or smooth? 
Tip: The type of tip varies, some rounded, pointed etc. 
Base: where base is the leaf blades join the stalk, some are even others are not etc. 
Venation: Pay careful attention to vein pattern (see fig. 3 for basic examples of venation) 
Leaf surface: Upper and underside of the leaves vary, for example, shiny, puckered or hairy.  
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this way you will learn how to fine tune your observation skills. Often botanist have to identify plants 
from foliage because the plant is not in flower, so the importance of these features should not be 
underestimated.  

Figure 3. Above: examples of some different venation patterns in leaves, not that some run to 
the margin, others to the tip and many meet before the margin, such as in the centre leaf)  

Draw: Create Simple Line Drawings as Leaf Portraits  

1. Draw portraits of you chosen leaves as simple line drawings  
2. Work on suitable sized paper and draw each leaf life size. I recommend using an H or HB 

pencil for this exercise. You may use a slightly harder pencil if you prefer but no harder than 
2H. Measure the leaf height and width to ensure accuracy  

3. Make notes on leaf features (shape, venation, margin and tip etc). See the figure 4 for 
guidance on what you are aiming for 

4. Ensure that the venation and shape is accurate. But do not attempt to include every vein but 
only those that are most obvious, look at the examples in this document for guidance 

5. Test your accuracy of drawing, make an outline tracing of the leaf on tracing paper and 
overlay it on your drawing. Make adjustments. How close was your drawing? 

Tips on Drawing Leaves:  

• Always take basic measurements of the subject. You may make lightweight preparatory marks 
first to plot the dimensions, these marks can be removed later. Refer to the video on the 
website 	

• Check whether secondary veins are opposite or staggered and count them	
• Make sure that the angle of the secondary veins is correct.	
• Think about the basic shapes within the subject that you are trying to portray by identifying 

simple geometric shapes 	
• Keep pencil lines lightweight and never indent the paper 	
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• When drawing leaves ensure that your drawing makes sense, for example: leaf veins should be 
connected at the mid rib, remember that the veins are the transport system throughout for 
water and nutrients so they must connect up and do not allow the veins to overlap. 	

• Make sure that the vein width is accurate, you will find primary, secondary and tertiary veins but 
not all tertiary veins need to be drawn in. Measure wherever possible and compare your 
drawing against the leaf, ask yourself if it is an accurate portrayal. 	

Observe: 	

• Measure: the height, width and widest point of the leaf and leaf stalk if present	
• Identify the leaf shape e.g. oval 	
• Identify what type of venation the leaf has, e.g. do the veins run to the leaf margin or 

meet before it. Count the lateral veins if possible and observe whether they are 
opposite or staggered. 	

• Identify the type of leaf margin, e.g. is it serrated or smooth 	
• Identify the type of leaf tip and base. 	
• Is there a stalk (petiole) 	

Draw: 	

• Draw a simple box using height and width measurements to contain the shape, 
mark where the widest point is 

• Draw the mid rib (be careful not to make it too wide or too narrow)  
• Add the secondary veins  
• Add any tertiary veins if present but not necessarily all of them depending on 

complexity, but those mort obvious to the naked eye 
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Figure 4. Example, Simple Line Drawing of a Whitebeam Leaf (Sorbus aria) typical notes 
 

The leaf type is simple and oval.  

The leaf margin is small toothed  

There are 11 pairs of secondary veins that run 
to the leaf margin  

Secondary veins are present  

Leaf tip: pointed  

Leaf base: even  

Other info: Underside of leaf white and hairy  

Actual leaf size:  

Height 120mm  
Width 94 mm 
Stalk length 15mm  

This is the type of information you should be 
aware of when drawing leaves.  

 
 

Complete drawing of all of your leaves in this way. 

Optional Activity: Gradually build up a leaf library sketchbook. Starting with simple leaves and 
following with compound leaves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Botanical Art Online                 A Botanical Art Online Course Dianne Sutherland 2018                                                  

Exercise 2 Adding Tone  

Now that you have completed simple outline drawings, you may add tone by shading. This give your 
drawing form it makes it look like a real leaf, remember that good tonal values are created by light 
and shade.  

1. Redraw the outline of each leaf lightly, as created in exercise 1, this can be traced from the 
previous drawing.  

2. Add shading to give three dimensional form to the leaves.  

Tips on adding tone to a leaf drawing  

• Draw the initial outline very lightly 	
• Light the subject from one side (the left if you are right handed and the opposite for 	

left handers) 	
• Shade using a continuous tone technique 	

to give a smooth finish 	
• To go darker use softer grades of pencil, rather than applying more pressure (e.g. grades 2H – 6B 

can be used to give gradation of tone) 	
• Do not use heavy outlines to define, the idea of a tonal drawing is that does not have a distinct 

outline. 	
• Don’t be afraid of going darker, check your actual leaf against your drawing on paper. Is the 

depth of tone accurate? 	

Right: The beginnings of adding tone to a leaf 
drawing. Note the darker and lighter areas where 
the leaf indents and is in shade. Also, the absence 
of the initial outline as it merges with the tone.  

Note: Once the leaf is complete there is very little 
white of the paper showing through. White should 
only be left for the brightest highlights 	

 

Advice: Do not rush, I estimate around 10 days to 
two weeks should be spent on perfecting the line 
and tonal exercises, depending on how fast you 
work. I also encourage you to do additional 
studies if you can find the time. If you need more 
time then please take the time that you need to 
complete the exercises to your satisfaction.	
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Email your finished drawings from exercises 1 and 2 to me for assessment, you may also share 
them with the Facebook group. Email to coursework@botanicalart-online.com	

 
 

 


