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Introduction 

Coloured pencils are such a versatile medium and can be used on a range of surfaces, 

including wood and over the years I have been asked numerous times how I prepare the 

wood for coloured pencil artworks. In this tutorial we will cover just some of the different 

ways you can prepare wood, depending on whether you want a textured or smoother 

surface to work with and also whether you want to allow some of the natural wood grain 

to show through, or a more opaque surface to work with. 

 

The tutorial starts with a step by step guide on completing this mask artwork, which was 

done on a 9x5 inch piece of plywood. The rest of the tutorial shows samples of other 

artworks done on various different timbers and how the surface was prepared in each case. 

 

Materials List: 

 

 

• 9x5 inch piece of Plywood 

• Golden Silverpoint / Drawing Ground 

• Brush to apply ground 

• Coloured pencils 

o Faber Castell Polychromos: 102 Cream,103 Ivory, 177 Walnut Brown,179 

Bistre, 180 Raw Umber, 199 Black, 233 Cold Grey IV, 263 Caput Mortuum 

Violet, 271 Warm Grey II,  283 Burnt Siena,  

o Caran D’Ache Pablos (CD): 003 Light Grey, 009 Black, 020 Golden 

Yellow, 030 Orange, 040 Reddish Orange, 082 Rose Pink, 060 Vermilion, 

270 Raspberry Red, 280 Ruby Red, 403 Beige, 499 Gold 

o Derwent Coloursoft (CD): White 

o Prismacolor Verithins (PV): Black  

• Kneadable eraser 

• Fine Sandpaper 

• Fixative (optional) 

• Varnish 

• Paper towel (to rest your hand on) 

• Brush (soft brush for brushing away pencil pigment dust) 
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Transferring your Image 
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Preparing Your Timber 
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For this particular artwork, I wanted a relatively smooth surface to work with, as there is 

quite a bit of fine detail in the lace and filigree of the mask, so the first step was to give the 

plywood a light sand with fine grade sandpaper. I used S85 Wet / Dry sandpaper. In this 

case, I didn’t seal the timber first, before applying a primer, because the ground used here 

gives quite a slick finish and so I wanted some of it to absorb into the wood, so that there 

was still enough tooth for the pencil to adhere to. In many cases, I do seal the timber first 

and any standard sealer will do – I usually use one by Jo Sonja. 

 

The primer or ground used here was the Golden Silverpoint / Drawing Ground. As the 

name suggests, this ground was originally developed for preparing surfaces for silverpoint, 

but it is also an effective primer for coloured pencil work. The key is to do a test piece first 

as it can make some surfaces too smooth for the coloured pencils to draw on. After 

shaking the bottle vigorously, pour a small amount into a little dish and wait 5 minutes 

before brushing the ground onto the wood. I applied two thin coats, although with this 

particular ground, less is definitely better, so one coat would be fine. 

 

 
 

Allow 24 hours for this ground to dry, or you will find your pencils dig into the ground 

and lift it off. Once dry, use your preferred method for transferring your image. I used 

drafting film and placed it over the reference photo to get a rough outline and then placed 

the drafting film over the plywood with some graphite transfer paper in between (with a 

bulldog clip to keep the layers secure), and then used a fine needle to draw around the 

lines on the drafting film.  
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The Mask 

 

Any brand of coloured pencil will work well on wood, but each brand seems to excel in 

different areas. The hardness of the Faber Castell Polychromos make them ideal for detail 

and line work, but not so great for layering of colours as they can tend to dig into the 

timber and lift up the underneath layers. The Caran D’ache Pablo’s give fabulous colour 

saturation and you can do multiple layers. They are slightly softer than the Polychromos, 

so are not quite as good for the finer details. The suitability of different brands of pencils 

also varies with the primer / ground you use and we will discuss this further down the 

track. To get the best coverage it is best to go against the grain of your timber, which also 

gives you more tooth to work with and therefore better adhesion of pencil pigment. 

I used the (CD) Black to outline the eye and to fill in the darkest areas of the black square. 

The black was lightly grazed over the lighter areas of this square. Highlights were added 

with (CD) Light Grey. If the highlights are too light, then graze over them again with the 

Black and reapply the highlights.  
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The pink square had an initial layer of (CD) Raspberry Red. Lighter areas were coloured 

with (CD) Rose Pink and darker areas accentuated with (CD) Ruby Red, Continue 

working with these three colours until all the grain of the timber is filled in and you have a 

nice solid square of colour. Use the (FC) Walnut brown to outline the square and add a 

touch of (FC) Black as well. 

The Orange square had a base layer of (CD) Reddish Orange and then (CD) Orange was 

used for the lighter areas and (CD) Vermillion for the darker areas. Again, keep working 

with these three colours until the entire square is filled in. The darker areas were coloured 

with some (FC) Caput Mortuum Violet and a hint of Walnut Brown and then outline the 

orange square with (FC) Walnut Brown and some (FC) Black. 

The bronze coloured square was coloured using (FC) Bistre and some (FC) Walnut Brown 

added for shading. The trim around the squares was done mostly using the Bistre as the 

base colour, preserving the lightest areas; (FC) Burnt Siena was used for the reddish-

brown areas and Raw Umber for the golden lighter areas. (FC) Ivory was used for the very 

lightest areas around each trim. You may need to go over each area a couple of times, 

working backwards and forwards between different colours so that all the wood grain is 

filled in. 

Continue working on the squares in the same ways already covered. The Silvery gold 

square was done using a combination of (FC) Bistre, (FC) Raw Umber and (CD) Beige. 

On the rest of the face, you can see around the mouth, where I have roughly laid down a 

base layer using (DC) White. I wanted to have a white undercoat, to hide some of the 

wood grain and to ensure that the upper layers were more true to colour without beige 

under tones. I then went over the White with (FC) Warm Grey II. I later burnish over the 

Warm Grey II with the (DC) White again, so as to give the smoothest look possible to the 

porcelain face. 

The nostrils were drawn in with (FC) Black. The lips were done using the same colours 

used for the red squares. The Eye was filled in with an initial layer of (CD) Black, 

followed by some (CD) Ruby Red which was added to the centre of the eye. The Black 

was intensified around the edges of the eye and a glaze of Black was also added over the 

Ruby Red. 
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As you can see in the image above, I have continued to work my way around the face. The 

second eye was completed in the same way as the first. The highlighted areas on the face, 

such as on top of the nose, below each nostril etc. did not have the Warm Grey II added to 

them. The shading around and below the nose and below the lips were done with (FC) 

Bistre and a touch of (FC) Walnut Brown. (FC) Cold Grey V was lightly grazed over the 

darker areas of the face such as around the left eye (as we look at it), the contours down 

each side of the nose, the shadows below the lips and the chin. 

The swirls were outlined firstly using (FC) Bistre and then the highlighted areas were 

drawn in with (FC) Ivory and (FC) Cream for the more lemony coloured lighter areas. 

Some of the outlines around the swirls had a reddish tinge and these were drawn in using 

(FC) Burnt Siena. The base area around the swirls was coloured firstly with (FC) Bistre, 

then (FC) cream was added to any lighter areas. Silver coloured areas were given some 

Warm Grey II. I did use a touch of (PV) Gold and (CD) Gold but only to add a touch of 
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variation and gloss here and there. On this particular surface, these two metallic colours 

didn’t give the gold colour that I was after, but they were still useful for accenting and for 

applying the variation of colour required to give a natural metallic feel. 

 

 

In the image above, you can see the close-up detail of the initial layers for the lace which 

was done using (FC) Bistre, which was then overlaid with (FC) Ivory to soften it a bit.  

The square of filigree on top of the head has also been completed. In most cases the first 

layer of colour was the (FC) Bistre. Study the reference photo and look for the highlights 

and where to put the outlines and shadows. The highlights were done by burnishing the 

(FC) Ivory over the Bistre. The outlines and darker tones were achieved with (FC) Walnut 

brown. When you first look at the swirls, look at them in terms of colour – where can you 

apply the greys (FC) Warm Grey II, where are the golden areas, which are added with 

(FC) Raw umber? Any reddish areas were shaded using (FC) Burnt Siena. As you add in 

each colour and give the swirls definition with outlines and highlights, they will start to 

take on a life of their own and adding more colour should feel more instinctive. Don’t be 
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afraid to add a hint of colour here and there, so that the metal has a really natural feel. The 

beauty of the wood is that you can keep layering without fear of the tears or damage that 

you might cause with paper. 

 

In this image, you can see that the trim around the face has been completed and this was 

done by alternating (FC) Black, (FC) White and (FC) Cream. I then went back and used 

the (FC) Bistre to add a touch of shading and some definition around the Cream and the 

(FC) Warm Grey II was used to achieve the same thing on the white. (PV) Black was used 

to refine the black stripes, adding little fine points to each end. 

The folds of porcelain around the face were done in much the same way that the rest of the 

face was done with a base layer of (DC) White, followed by the (FC) Warm Grey II to the 

darker shadows and then another layer of (DC) White to burnish over the top. (FC) Cold 

Grey was then added to the darker shadows. The creases between each fold had a heavy 

line of (FC) Bistre added, followed by some (FC) Raw Umber up each side.  
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(PV) Black was used to fill in the holes within the lacework. (FC) Caput Mortuum Violet 

was then used to intensify the colour and finally some (FC) Black was used to add a bit 

more depth and darkness. This black was also used to go around the outside of the 

lacework. The black was applied heavily and more intensely closer into the lace and the 

application was softened as you move away. The rest of the background was done using a 

combination of colours from the Orange and Pink squares. Vary the colours to suit your 

taste, layering and overlapping until you are happy with the overall result. 

 

Working down the other side of the face and these swirls were done using the same 

colours and techniques as those in the square at the top of the head. 
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The folds on the left side were completed in the same way as those on the right, except 

that the lines between each fold are slightly darker and so (FC) Walnut brown was added 

to these creases. You may notice that the area of pink in the top left hand corner of the 

image is actually a music sheet in the reference photo, but I needed to add more colour to 

the artwork and so used the same colours used in the small pink squares to fill in this area.  

The golden folds at the top left has a base layer of (FC) Bistre, followed by (FC) Ivory for 

the highlighted areas, and (FC) Raw Umber for the golden areas. The creases had (FC) 

Walnut Brown and a hint of black added. At this point you can also burnish over some 

areas with the (PV) Metallic Gold or (CD) Gold. The swirls around the Pink patch are 

done in the same way as those on the rest of the face. 
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Moving down to the rest of the mask and focusing first on the little decoration to the left of 

the face: this was drawn using (CD) Golden Yellow and (CD) Orange for the gem at the 

centre. The detail at the centre was added with (CD) Walnut Brown and (PV) Black. 

The rest of the decoration was done using a combination of (FC) Bistre, (FC) Raw Umber 

and (FC) Cream with the (PV) Black to add in the detail and definition. 

The orange patch to the right of the face was drawn in using those colours used in the 

small orange squares and (FC) Walnut Brown and Black were added at the creases and 

around the edges. 

The gold folds at the bottom right are slightly darker and warmer than those at the top of 

the page so in addition to the colours already used, some orange was added and the 

shadows were made darker with a heavier application of (FC) Walnut Brown and (FC) 

Black. 

The rest of the folds and lace were completed in the same way as for the top sections. 

Looking at the final image below and you can see that I used all the orange and pink 

colours combined to give a varied effect to the bottom area of background. Don’t be afraid 

to go back and forth between colours until you get the right variation of colours and 

shading.  

At this point our mask is now complete. You can apply fixative at this point if you prefer 

but a word of caution that you should only use very light applications of fixative as the 

wood doesn’t have quite the same level of absorbency that paper has and I have had 

problems in the past with colours bleeding into each other, particularly with the reds and 

purples.  

Note: I actually did use touches of other colours not listed in the materials list in various 

areas on this mask but for the purposes of simplifying the tutorial I have just included the 

main colours used. Feel free to try other colour combinations from your own collection to 

add interest and variation.  

I applied four coats of Sennelier Mat Varnish with UV protection. This spray varnish is a 

bit more expensive than some of the others available but does give a lovely even finish to 

your work. Any art quality varnish in either mat, satin or gloss can be used to finish off 

your coloured pencil artworks on wood. 

This is the conclusion of the step by step section of the tutorial. The rest of the tutorial will 

discuss other techniques and ways you can prepare timber for coloured pencil application. 
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Using no Primer 

 

Image 1 

 

This was the first artwork I ever tried on timber – it was done on a pine bread board, using 

no sealer or primer and using only Faber Castell Polychromo pencils. I was actually really 

surprised at how well the wood accepted the coloured pencils. I was probably a little 

disappointed with the opacity and lack of colour saturation that I achieved here, but for 

some artists this could be a real asset. As you can see, it certainly is possible to work on 

wood with little or no preparation at all, but there are also some areas of concern 

associated with creating fine art on wood with no preparation. The wood has natural oils 

which could well cause an artwork to deteriorate and yellow over time, creating unwanted 

changes to the colours and hues. If you are selling your artwork to someone who wants to 

buy an investment, then you really owe it to them to ensure that the artwork you are selling 

has a certain level of archival quality and that it will retain its integrity and trueness of 

colour for the longest period possible. If you are just drawing on the wood for fun, or 

perhaps to decorate a functional piece of wood, then clearly you can draw on an 

unvarnished, unprepared piece of wood and have a lot of fun doing it. I have experimented 

with several types of different wood and most have been extremely receptive to the 

coloured pencils, but I would always advise trying a small test area first. 
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Using Clear Gesso / Primer 

After my first experiments with wood, I decided I needed to find a way to get a more 

opaque look with my coloured pencil work, whilst still retaining the character and texture 

of the wood grain for the backgrounds. I tried a range of different combinations but found 

that the following gave the best results. I sanded and sealed the bread board first with Jo 

Sonja’s sealer, applying two coats, with a light sand between coats. I then transferred my 

image from my initial sketch or reference photos onto the bread board. White acrylic paint 

was used to under paint all the areas that were to be coloured with coloured pencils. If the 

acrylic paint was lumpy or uneven in any areas, then I gave it another light sand. The next 

step (after the acrylic paint had been left overnight) was to apply a single coat of either 

clear gesso or Colourfix Primer over the entire bread board. I have tried a range of clear 

gessoes and primers and each of them are slightly different in texture and thickness. The 

Winsor and Newton clear gesso is less toothy than the Colourfix Primer or the Golden 

Acrylic Ground. All of them can be watered down to a small degree for a smoother 

application but this will also reduce the tooth. They can also be sanded, but I have found 

when I was unhappy with the progress, that it was much quicker to get a very wet washer 

and scrub the primer or gesso off – particularly with the case of the Colourfix Primer 

which took a lot of sanding to remove. This isn’t really ideal for your timber but is 

acceptable so long as you dry it carefully afterwards and give it a gentle sand. 



 

 21 

Image 2 

This particular image had the Clear Gesso used as a primer. When you first apply the 

coloured pencils, the application is broken and rough, but as you work the tooth down with 

multiple layers, it is surprising how much fine detail can be achieved. The bamboo was 

really beautiful to work on – giving a lovely stable surface and because of the colour of the 

bamboo, both lights and darks showed up really well. The grain of the bamboo is 

extremely tight as well, making it easier to achieve fine detail and good colour saturation. 

One of the problems I have had working on pine, being a soft wood is that it dents very 

easily and so all your hard work can be destroyed if the piece is mishandled. The bamboo 

is much sturdier and will take more punishment and I suspect a lot of the harder timbers 

would be similar. This artwork had 3-4 light sprays of fixative, followed by 3-4 coats of 

varnish applied on completion. 
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More Samples with Clear Primer 

 

       

 
 

I sometimes combine Pan Pastels with coloured pencils when working on wood to achieve 

soft shadows below and around objects, or in the case of the white doily in Image 5 white 

Pan Pastel was used to achieve this soft, transparent look. Each of these images was 

prepared and worked in the same way as Image 1. 

 

 

 

 

Image 3 Image 4 

Image 5 Image 6 
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Using White Gesso / Primer 

 

Image 7 

 

This artwork was done on an 8x10 inch piece of pine. The pine was sanded, sealed and 

sanded again, before a single coat of white gesso was applied. If you prefer a toothier 

surface for extra layering, then the White Colourfix primer will give you that extra tooth. 

It even comes in an Extra Tooth version. I only ever apply a single coat of Gesso when 

working with coloured pencils, or else you can find that the sharper coloured pencils dig 

into the Gesso. The White Gesso does cover most of the grain, but you can still see just a 

hint of the vertical grain in this artwork. No underpainting with white acrylic was used 

here and it was still possible to get nice opaque colours with the coloured pencils. The 

background in this image was done using Pan Pastels. Once finished, the artwork was 

given 3-4 coats of fixative, followed by 3-4 coats of varnish.  

 

A word of caution: whilst I was happy with this artwork at the time, it was damaged whilst 

at an exhibition, as were several of my other artworks on pine and so I would only ever 

work on hard timbers in the future. 
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Using Black Gesso / Primer 

 

 
 

This artwork was done using Black Gesso. Once again, the pine was sealed and sanded, 

before the Black Gesso was applied. I was actually quite disappointed here with the colour 

brightness and saturation. I have since done quite a lot of experimentation for my 

Coloured Pencil Charts trying four main brands of coloured pencil (Faber Castell 

Polychromos, Prismacolor Premier, Derwent Artist and Caran D’ache Pablo’s) on a range 
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of surfaces, including black. I hadn’t actually conducted those experiments at the time of 

completing this artwork, which was done using predominantly Faber Castell Polychromos 

and Prismacolor Verithins for detail. 

Interestingly, the Faber Castell Polychromos performed the worst on a black surface with 

Prismacolors and Pablo’s giving the brightest colours – I also found that some colours in 

each range performed better than others. If I was to do this artwork again, or attempt to 

work on Black Gesso again, I would definitely work with different coloured pencils. It can 

also be really helpful to have a swatch of black paper to try each colour out before using it 

on your Black Gesso.  

 

Whilst I don’t have an artwork completed on Black Colourfix Primer, I also suspect that 

because this is toothier than the Gesso, it should be possible to get more layers and 

consequently brighter colours than is possible on the Gesso. The Colourfix Primer is 

available in all the same colours that the Colourfix paper and board comes in, so it is 

possible to achieve a range of different backgrounds and effects by experimenting with 

these primers. 
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Working on Different Timbers 

 

          

 

These little miniature artworks were done on a couple of coasters using the clear Gesso. 

The coasters came in an assortment of timbers from New Zealand and all of them were 

most receptive to the coloured pencils and lovely to work on. 

 

I encourage you to try a range of timbers available from your own local area to find those 

that have a grain and colour that suits your needs. Some timbers will release more oils than 

others and if this is the case then it is extremely important that a good sealer and primer 

are applied before working with your coloured pencils. 

 

I would welcome input from any other artists who have worked with coloured pencils on 

timber and I hope this tutorial has been useful to those of you who would like to explore 

this fascinating combination of mediums. 

 

 

 

 

 

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. 
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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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http://www.karenhullart.com/Whimsical-Bee-Tutorial.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Easter-Bunny-on-Wood.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Peacock-Tutorial.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Dachshund-Tutorial.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Blue-Eyes-in-Pencil-on-Film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Coloured-Pencil-Basics-for-Artists-of-All-Levels.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/How-to-Get-Black-Backgrounds-in-Coloured-Pencil.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/White-Dog-in-Coloured-Pencil.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Darker-Skins-in-Pencil-and-Pitt-Pens.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Orangutan-in-Pencil-and-Pitt-pens.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/3D-Landscapes-n-Coloured-Pencil.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/3D-Flowers-in-Coloured-Pencil.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Rainbow-Lorikeet-in-Markers-and-Pencil.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Tiger-in-Ballpoint-Pen.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Cat-in-Pyrography-and-Coloured-Pencil.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Older-People-Portraits.php
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http://www.karenhullart.com/Pippa-on-Black-Mat-Board.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Coloured-Pencils-on-Canvas.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Still-Life-on-Mat-Board.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Cat-in-Scratch-Art.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Working-in-Coloured-Pencils-on-Wood.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Collie-in-Coloured-Pencil.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Tabby-on-Drafting-film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Colouring-your-Scratch-Board.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Sepia-Portrait-in-Coloured-Pencils.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Graphite-Cat-on-Drafting-film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Child-in-Pencil-on-Drafting-film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Still-Life-on-Drafting-Film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Selective-Colouring-in-Graphite-Portraits.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Portrait-with-Zest-it.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Cat-on-Drafting-film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Meerkat-on-Printed-Stonehenge.php
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http://www.karenhullart.com/Cat-on-Mat-Board.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Animating-your-Animals.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Little-Flower-Girl-on-Drafting-Film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Pug-on-Drafting-film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Graphite-baby-on-Drafting-film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Eye-on-Drafting-film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Carnivale-Mask-on-film.php
http://www.karenhullart.com/Graphite-Dog-on-film.php

