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Grid Drawing Part One

MODULE
 13

? What is covered in this module?

While any photo can be used for this approach, it 
may be easier to crop the reference to a size that 
works for the grid that you plan to set up. In this 
case, the photo is cropped to a 10” by 8”. This size 
will allow for a clean grid consisting of one inch 
squares.  

In this module, we’ll begin our look at an 
approach to drawing that utilizes a grid 
to break down details and proportions. 
This approach simplifies the subject 
down into smaller “pieces" as squares 
within a grid.

A grid is created over a photo and a 
proportional grid is created on the 
drawing surface. Each square within the 
grid created on the photo corresponds to 
a square on the drawing surface. 

Since accuracy is of the upmost 
importance with portrait drawing, this 
approach is very popular among portrait 
artists and illustrators and can be used 
for any subject.

Setting Up The Grid
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We’ll create a grid consisting of one inch squares over the photo. If you prefer not to draw on the 
photo, you may consider placing a sheet of acetate over the photo. The grid can be made with a 
marker on the acetate, preserving the photo. 

A proportional grid is created on the drawing surface. In this example, the grid is exactly the same 
size as the one created over the photo. You are not limited to creating a drawing of the same size as 
long as the grid on the drawing surface is proportional to the grid created over the photo. 

You may choose to create a grid on your drawing surface that doubles (or triples) the size of the 
reference photo. If you choose to double the size of the grid, the grid created on the drawing surface 
should be made up of 2” squares, producing a proportional grid to the smaller photo. The size of the 
drawing surface would measure 20” by 16”, but would still consist of 10 squares across the top and 8 
squares down the side. 

You may choose to label the columns and 
the rows of your grid to ensure that you are 
making marks in the correct square. 

In this example, the columns are labeled 
with numbers and the rows are labeled with 
letters.
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Now we can observe the contour 
lines on the reference and begin 
drawing them in the corresponding 
square on the drawing surface. A 
light touch is used since many of 
the lines are defined by lighter 
values that will be developed later 
in the drawing process. We are only 
concerned with locations of strong 
contrast in value and defining the 
edges of features.

You can start anywhere you like 
within the grid. However, you may  
find it much easier to start with a 
square in the first row that has 
important information and work 
outward from there. In this example, 
the first square that contains part of 
the figure is “A5”, using the 
coordinates of the columns and 
rows.

As the contours are developed, and 
the grid l ines are no longer 
necessary, a kneaded eraser can 
be used to remove the guidelines. If 
a n y i m p o r t a n t d e t a i l s a r e 
accidentally removed, they can 
simply be lightly sketched back in.
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We’ll continue addressing each 
feature as they correspond to what 
is observed in the reference.  For 
the most part, just the contour lines 
a r e d r a w n , h o w e v e r s o m e 
indications of darker value can also 
be added in this stage.

Aside from the details of the face 
and hair, we’ll also use the grid to 
aid in drawing the details of the 
clothing and visible portions of the 
body. 

Each square within the grid can be 
approached as its own composition, 
breaking the complexity of the 
subject into smaller “chunks”. Trust 
what is observed in each square. If 
you begin to deviate from the grid, 
you will notice inconsistencies and 
the proportions will be incorrect.
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An “HB” pencil is used to create the 
initial sketch. This graphite is soft 
enough to be erased if needed, but 
also dark enough to be visible. It is 
advised to use a pencil that will not 
produce grooves in the surface or a 
pencil that is too dark. For this 
reason, it is suggested to avoid 
using “H” or “B” pencils for the 
contour line drawing.

With the contour lines recorded on 
the drawing surface, the remaining 
grid lines can be removed with 
kneaded eraser.

This demonstration is continued 
in the next module. 
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