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Disclaimer 

The information in this book is provided for general educational 

purposes only. It is not medical, legal, or financial advice. 

Drawing should never hurt. If you feel pain while working, stop, rest, 

and if the pain is sharp, persistent, or comes with numbness, consult a 

qualified health professional. 

Questions about selling your work, pricing, and copyright are 

answered in general terms only. For decisions that matter, consult 

official sources or a qualified professional. Acting on any suggestion in 

this book is done at your own discretion. 
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Foreword 

When I started stippling, I made every mistake in this book. My early 

dots marched in neat little rows like graph paper. My shadows turned 

to mud because I could not stop adding dots. I bought pens I did not 

need and ignored the one that would have taught me the most. 

None of that meant I lacked talent. It meant I had questions, and no 

one beside me to answer them. 

This book is the answer I wish I had had. It gathers the hundred 

questions that come up in the first months, the ones you ask quietly 

while your hand is still learning, and answers each one plainly. There 

is no hurry in these pages and no promise that you will be good by 

Friday. Stippling does not work that way, and that is part of why it is 

worth doing. 

Keep this book where you work. When something goes wrong, and it 

will, find the question that matches and read the answer. Then pick up 

your pen and place the next dot. That is the whole of it, one dot at a 

time, and it is enough. 

I am glad you are here, and I think you are going to enjoy the quiet. 
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How to Use This FAQ 

This little book is a companion to Stippling: The Complete Practice 

Workbook, and it is built to sit open beside your work. 

You do not need to read it in order. It is arranged by theme, not as a 

course, so when a question comes up at the table, turn to the chapter 

that fits and read only what you need. The chapters move roughly 

from first questions and materials, through posture and the core skills 

of pressure and value, to textures, finishing, and sharing your work. 

A note on what this is not. This is not a coloring book, a mandala dot-

painting book, or a Zentangle book. It is about building images from 

ink dots, one at a time, with control over light and shade. If that is 

what drew you in, you are in the right place. 

For the full method, taught step by step and in order, turn to the main 

workbook. This companion answers the questions that come up along 

the way. 
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Chapter 1: Getting Started & 

Mindset 

The questions in this chapter are the ones that tend to come up before 

you have placed many dots at all. They are about expectations, 

mindset, and getting your footing. Read them in any order. 

What exactly is stippling, and what makes it 

different from other ink techniques? 

Stippling is the practice of building an image entirely from small dots 

of ink. Where hatching uses lines, stippling relies on dots alone. You 

vary how many you place and how close they sit to control how light or 

dark an area reads. That single constraint gives stippled work its soft, 

photographic depth, and it is why the technique rewards patience. You 

are not drawing edges. You are building value one dot at a time. 

How is stippling different from pointillism? 

This question causes more confusion than almost any other, so it is 

worth settling clearly. The word pointillism has two meanings. In its 

strict art-historical sense, it names the late nineteenth-century 

method, associated with Georges Seurat, of placing small strokes of 

pure color side by side so the eye blends them into new colors. That is 

a theory about color, not about dots of black ink. Stippling is different: 

a tonal technique, usually black ink on white paper, that builds light 

and shade through the density of dots rather than through color. Some 

readers use pointillism loosely for any dot drawing, but in this book 

stippling always means dots for tone. If you came looking for Seurat 

and color theory, this is not that book; if you came to render light and 

shadow in ink, you are in the right place. 

Is stippling the same thing as dotwork tattooing? 

They share a root and diverge in practice. Dotwork tattooing applies 

the same dot logic to skin, and many artists train their value control 

on paper first. What you learn here transfers cleanly to that study. The 

differences are in the tools and the surface, not the underlying skill. If 

dotwork tattoos are what drew you in, you are in the right place to 

build the foundation, with no commitment to a needle. 
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Do I need to already know how to draw before I 

start? 

No, and this is one of stippling’s quieter gifts. Many techniques 

assume you can already render confident lines. Stippling asks less of 

your line work because you are not drawing lines. You are placing dots 

inside shapes, judging how dark each area should be, and adjusting. If 

you can copy a simple outline and stay roughly inside it, you have 

enough to begin. The skill you are building is value judgment, not 

draftsmanship. 

How long does it realistically take to get good? 

There is no clean answer, and anyone who gives you one is selling 

something. Most readers who work in order, about three sessions a 

week of half an hour, produce a piece they would frame somewhere 

around the fourth month. Nobody arrives in under six weeks of 

regular practice. That timeline is honest, not discouraging. Stippling 

does not reward shortcuts, and it does not need to. 

Is stippling harder than pencil shading? 

It is not harder, but it is slower and less forgiving of impatience. Pencil 

lets you smudge, blend, and lift graphite to fix a value. Ink is 

permanent, so you build darkness gradually and cannot easily pull it 

back. At first that feels like a disadvantage. Over time it becomes the 

opposite, because every dot is a deliberate decision and your eye 

learns to read value carefully. The difficulty is patience, not manual 

skill. 

How much should a beginner practice each week? 

Three sessions of twenty to thirty minutes is a realistic, sustainable 

rhythm, and it is the pace this book is built around. Short, frequent 

practice gives you more than one long session every other weekend. 

Stippling fatigues the hand, and tired hands make muddy work, so 

stopping while you still feel fresh is wiser than pushing through. If 

three sessions is too much in a given week, one is still worth doing. 
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Everyone says stippling is slow. Is that a problem 

or the point? 

It is the point. Stippling is slow the way bread is slow, and the time is 

doing real work rather than wasting it. A piece you would be proud to 

frame represents somewhere between four and twenty hours of 

focused dotting, depending on size and density. If that number reads 

as discouraging, this may not be your technique. If it reads as a reason 

to let an hour pass quietly, you already understand what stippling 

offers. 

I keep buying craft books I never finish. Why 

would this be different? 

That worry is fair, and worth naming. This book is not built to be read 

in one sitting and then shelved. It is a companion you return to when a 

specific question comes up at the table, beside your own work. You are 

not behind if you read it out of order or set it down for a month. There 

is no finish line you are failing to reach. The measure is whether you 

are still placing dots. 

Do I need expensive supplies to start? 

No. The honest entry cost is under ten dollars. A single fineliner and a 

few sheets of decent paper are enough to learn every fundamental in 

this book. The Sakura Pigma Micron is a reliable, widely available 

starting pen, though not the only good option. Add sizes and better 

paper as your practice grows and you learn what you want. Buying a 

full set before you know your preferences is the more common 

mistake. 

Can I really start with just one pen? 

Yes, and it may be the better way to begin. A single mid-range nib, 

around 0.3 mm, produces a surprising range of value once you control 

spacing and density. Working with one pen forces you to solve tone 

through placement rather than reaching for another tool, which builds 

the core skill faster. You can add finer and broader nibs later for detail 

and large dark areas. For your first weeks, one pen and your full 

attention is plenty. 
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What is a good first project for an absolute 

beginner? 

Start with a simple, rounded subject that has a clear light side and a 

clear shadow, such as a single stone, a leaf, or a small mushroom. 

Rounded forms teach you to grade value smoothly, the heart of the 

technique, without the distraction of fine detail. Avoid fur, intricate 

texture, and many small parts for now. A palm-sized subject you can 

finish in two or three sessions beats an ambitious scene you abandon 

halfway. 

How do I stay motivated when progress feels 

invisible? 

Progress in stippling is real but quiet, and it hides if you only compare 

today’s piece to yesterday’s. Keep your early attempts and date them. 

Looking back after a month, the change in your value control will be 

visible even when each session felt flat. Finishing small pieces rather 

than chasing one large work helps too, since each completed study is a 

clear marker of growth. Motivation tends to follow evidence. 

Is stippling supposed to feel relaxing or stressful? 

For most people it settles into something calm once the early 

frustration passes, though the first sessions can feel tense while your 

hand and eye are still learning. Many readers find the rhythmic 

placing of dots quieting, a screen-free hour that asks only enough 

attention to crowd out the day. If it consistently feels stressful rather 

than absorbing, slow down, shorten your sessions, and lower the 

stakes of the piece. The work is meant to be steady. 
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Chapter 2: Pens, Ink & Paper 

The questions here are about gear, and the honest answer to most of 

them is that good materials help but control matters more. Use this 

chapter to decide quickly and get back to dotting. 

What kind of pen is actually best for stippling? 

The best pen for stippling is a pigment fineliner with archival, 

waterproof ink and a firm tip that holds its shape. You want ink that 

dries quickly and will not fade, and a nib that lays a clean round dot 

without dragging. Technical fineliners made for artists fit this 

description, and several brands serve well. The pen matters less than 

your control of it, so a single reliable liner beats a drawer of mixed 

pens. For brand specifics, see the appendix. 

What do fineliner sizes like 005, 01, and 03 really 

mean? 

Those numbers refer to the approximate width of the line the nib lays 

down. A 005 is about 0.20 mm, an 01 is about 0.25 mm, and an 03 is 

about 0.35 mm. Smaller numbers make finer dots suited to delicate 

detail and light areas; larger numbers cover ground faster and build 

dark areas with fewer strokes. The labeling is roughly consistent 

across brands, though not identical, so treat the numbers as a guide 

rather than a guarantee. 

Which three pen sizes should a beginner buy first? 

A practical starter trio is one fine, one medium, and one broad nib, for 

example a 01, an 03, and an 05. The 01 handles fine detail and your 

lightest values, the 03 does most of the everyday work, and the 05 fills 

large dark areas without wearing your hand out. Buy these three 

before anything else and learn what each does. You can add a finer 

005 or a broader 08 later, once you know where your work needs 

them. 

Is the Sakura Pigma Micron a good starter pen? 

Yes. The Sakura Pigma Micron is a common and dependable starting 

point, widely stocked, reasonably priced, and filled with archival 

pigment ink that resists fading and water. Its tips come in the full 
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range of sizes, so you can build a set as you go. It is not the only good 

pen, and you may prefer another once your hand develops, but it is 

hard to go wrong starting here. Treat it as a baseline, not a final 

answer. 

Are Faber-Castell PITT artist pens good for this? 

They are. Faber-Castell PITT artist pens use a pigmented India ink 

that is lightfast and waterproof, which is exactly what stippling needs 

for work that lasts. Their fine nibs hold a clean point and lay a crisp 

dot. Some artists find the ink flow slightly different from other liners, 

a touch wetter, which you adjust to within a few practice pages. If they 

are what your local store carries, you can begin with them confidently. 

What about Staedtler, Copic Multiliner, or Uni 

Pin? 

All three are solid choices. Staedtler pigment liners, Copic Multiliners, 

and Uni Pin fineliners all use archival, waterproof pigment ink and 

come in a comparable range of nib sizes. The Copic Multiliner has the 

added benefit of refillable bodies and replaceable nibs, which suits a 

heavy practice habit. Differences between these brands are small and 

mostly a matter of feel. Try whichever you can hold in your hand, and 

judge it by the dot it leaves. 

Can I use a ballpoint or gel pen instead? 

For practice, yes; for finished work, with caution. A ballpoint can 

teach you spacing and pressure cheaply, but its ink is often not 

lightfast and can smear or fade over time. Gel pens vary widely and 

many are not archival. If you are learning the motion, any pen that 

makes a dot will do. If you want a piece to last and stay true, move to a 

pigment fineliner made for artwork before you commit hours to it. 

Does the ink have to be black? 

No, though black is the standard for a reason. Black gives you the 

widest possible range of value, from the faintest light to the deepest 

dark, which is what most stippling depends on. Sepia, dark brown, 

and gray inks can produce beautiful, softer results and are worth 

exploring once you are comfortable. For your first months, work in 
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black so you are learning value cleanly, without the added variable of 

color. Bring color in later, on purpose. 

How do I know when a pen tip is worn out? 

A worn tip tells you in the dot. When a once-crisp nib starts laying 

dots that look fuzzy, oversized, or ragged at the edge, or when the ink 

flow turns uneven, the tip has softened or frayed. Fine nibs wear faster 

because stippling is hard on a point, all those thousands of taps. Keep 

a fresh pen of the same size for comparison; if your working pen 

makes a visibly worse dot, retire it to rough practice. 

Why do my dots have little tails? 

Those tails, small comet-like streaks off each dot, come from 

movement. You are dragging the nib slightly as you lift, instead of 

touching straight down and lifting straight up. Slow the motion and 

think of each dot as a vertical tap, pen down and pen up along the 

same line. Holding the pen a little more upright helps, and so does 

resting your hand so it is not sliding. The tails disappear once the lift 

becomes clean. 

What paper weight do I need? 

For finished stippling, look for paper around 100 lb (about 270 gsm) 

or heavier, which takes repeated ink without buckling or bleeding 

through. Lighter paper can work for quick practice, but heavy ink 

coverage will warp it and may show on the back. Smooth, heavyweight 

drawing or Bristol paper is a reliable choice. You do not need the most 

expensive sheet on the shelf; you need one heavy and smooth enough 

to hold many dots cleanly. 

Is regular copy paper good enough for practice? 

For practice, yes, with limits. Copy paper is cheap and fine for drilling 

spacing, pressure, and value scales, so use it freely while you build the 

motion. Its surface is thin and slightly absorbent, so dots may spread a 

little and dark areas can bleed through, but none of that matters when 

you are warming up. Save your good paper for pieces you intend to 

keep, and let copy paper carry the daily repetitions. 
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What is the difference between Bristol and mixed-

media paper? 

Bristol is a smooth, heavyweight paper with a hard surface that takes 

fine ink dots crisply, which makes it a favorite for detailed stippling. 

Mixed-media paper usually has a bit more texture or tooth and is built 

to handle wet media as well as dry. For pure ink dotwork, Bristol gives 

you the cleaner point; mixed-media gives a slightly softer, grainier 

dot. Try a sheet of each and see which surface your hand and eye 

prefer. 

Does smooth or textured paper work better for 

dots? 

Smooth paper generally suits stippling better, because a hard, even 

surface lets each dot land round and predictable. Texture, the small 

peaks and valleys of a toothy sheet, can break up a dot or make 

spacing harder to judge, especially in fine work. There are times a little 

tooth adds character to a rough subject like stone, but as a default, 

smooth wins. Start smooth, learn clean dots, then experiment with 

texture once your control is steady. 

How do I test a new pen-and-paper pairing before 

a full piece? 

Make a small test swatch before you commit. On a corner of the same 

paper, lay a patch of light dots, a patch of medium density, and a solid 

dark patch, then watch how the ink behaves. Check whether dots stay 

crisp, whether dark areas bleed or show through, and how long the ink 

takes to dry under your hand. Five minutes of testing saves hours of 

regret. For a guided version, see the workbook. 

Why is my ink feathering or bleeding into the 

paper? 

Feathering, where ink creeps outward into tiny hairline branches, 

usually means the paper is too absorbent or too lightweight for the ink 

you are using. The fibers wick the ink before it sets. Switching to a 

smoother, heavier sheet almost always solves it. A very wet pen or 

resting too long on one spot can also feed the bleed, so touch and lift 

cleanly. When paper and pen are matched, each dot stays where you 

put it. 
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Chapter 3: Workspace, Posture & 

Hand Care 

This chapter is about the body behind the pen. Where you sit, how you 

hold the pen, and how you care for your hand decide whether a 

session lasts ten minutes or an hour. 

Do I need a dedicated studio or special desk? 

No. A kitchen table and a steady chair are enough to do excellent 

work, and most people start exactly there. What matters is a firm, flat 

surface at a comfortable height, room to rest your forearm, and good 

light. A dedicated space is a convenience, not a requirement. If you 

can sit without hunching and keep your materials within reach, you 

have everything the technique asks for. The studio can wait until the 

habit is real. 

How should I set up my lighting? 

Aim for bright, even light that falls across your paper without 

throwing your hand’s shadow onto the work. For most right-handed 

people that means light coming from the upper left, and the reverse 

for left-handers. Natural daylight is excellent when you have it; a 

simple adjustable desk lamp covers the rest. Even, glare-free light 

reduces eye strain and helps you judge value accurately, which is half 

the battle in stippling. Dim or uneven light tires you faster. 

What is the best way to hold the pen? 

Hold the pen the way you would for relaxed handwriting, resting it in 

the crook between thumb and forefinger, with a light grip. Stippling 

does not need force, so a tight, clenched hold only fatigues you and 

makes your dots heavy. Let your fingers guide the pen and your hand 

carry the weight. If you notice your knuckles whitening, you are 

gripping too hard. A loose hold keeps your dots even and your hand 

fresh for longer. 

At what angle should the pen meet the paper? 

For clean round dots, hold the pen close to vertical, somewhere 

around 80 to 90 degrees to the paper. A near-upright pen touches 
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straight down and lifts straight up, which gives you a crisp dot with no 

tail. Tilting the pen low, the way you might for shading, drags the tip 

and smears the point into a comma. You can lower the angle slightly 

for speed once your dots are reliable, but begin upright and clean. 

Why does my hand cramp after a few minutes? 

Early cramping almost always comes from gripping too tightly and 

holding your hand in one fixed position. Beginners tense up without 

noticing, and stippling’s repetition magnifies it. Loosen your grip, 

drop your shoulder, and pause to shake out your hand every few 

minutes. Short, frequent breaks prevent the cramp from building. If 

cramping is sharp, persistent, or comes with numbness or tingling, 

stop and speak with a qualified health professional rather than 

working through it. 

How long should one practice session be? 

Twenty to thirty minutes is a sound length for most beginners, long 

enough to make progress and short enough to keep your hand fresh 

and your dots even. Quality drops as fatigue rises, so a tired hour often 

does less than a focused half hour. If you are absorbed and still feeling 

loose, keep going. If your grip is tightening or your dots are getting 

heavy, that is your signal to stop, not to push. 

Should I rotate the paper or twist my wrist? 

Rotate the paper, not your wrist. Turning the page to meet your hand 

keeps your wrist in its neutral, comfortable position and lets you dot 

at the same easy angle everywhere on the piece. Twisting your wrist to 

reach an awkward corner strains the joint and makes your dots 

inconsistent. A small piece of low-tack tape or a clip lets you turn the 

sheet freely. Move the paper to your hand, and your hand stays 

relaxed. 

How do I build up hand endurance over time? 

Endurance grows the way it does for any repeated motion, gradually 

and with rest. Work in short sessions, stop before your hand is 

exhausted, and come back regularly rather than working in one long 

weekly stretch. Over a few weeks you will notice you can dot longer 

before tiring, because your grip has relaxed and the motion has 
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become familiar. Do not chase endurance by pushing through fatigue; 

that builds tension, not stamina. Consistency does the work here. 

What should I do if I feel pain while working? 

Treat pain as a stop signal, not an obstacle to push past. Set the pen 

down, rest your hand, and let the discomfort settle before you decide 

whether to continue. Mild stiffness from a new activity is common and 

usually eases with breaks and a looser grip. Pain that is sharp, that 

lingers after you stop, or that comes with numbness is different; for 

that, stop the session and consult a qualified health professional. Your 

hands are the tool. 

Do hand stretches before a session actually help? 

Many people find a minute of gentle movement before they start 

makes the hand feel looser, much as you would loosen up before any 

fine, repetitive task. Slow, easy motions, opening and closing the hand 

and gently rolling the wrist, work better than anything forced. Keep it 

light and never stretch into pain. This is general comfort advice, not a 

medical protocol, so listen to your own hand. If something hurts, ease 

off rather than pressing on. 

Where should I place the book or reference while I 

work? 

Keep your reference close to the paper and roughly in your line of 

sight, so your eyes travel a short distance between looking and dotting. 

A small stand, a propped tablet, or a second clip holds it upright at eye 

level and saves you from craning your neck down and back. The less 

your head moves, the less you tire and the more accurately you can 

compare your work to what you are actually seeing. 

How do I avoid smudging fresh ink? 

Work in a direction that keeps your hand off wet ink, generally from 

the top down and, for right-handers, from left to right, so your hand 

follows the dots rather than dragging across them. Pigment liners dry 

quickly, but dense dark areas stay damp a little longer, so give them a 

moment. A clean scrap of paper under your hand guards against both 

smudges and skin oils. A little planning of order keeps the page clean. 
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Chapter 4: Pressure, Spacing & 

Consistency 

The questions in this chapter cover the two problems that frustrate 

almost every beginner: dots that look mechanical and pressure that 

will not stay even. Both are fixable with the right small habits. 

Why do my dots come out in different sizes? 

Uneven dot size usually comes from uneven pressure and an 

inconsistent lift. When you press harder or let the tip linger, the dot 

spreads; when you barely touch, it shrinks. The fix is a steady, light 

tap with the same brief contact each time, pen straight down and 

straight up. It feels mechanical at first and then becomes automatic. 

Practicing a field of even dots on scrap paper trains your hand to 

repeat the same small motion reliably. 

How hard should I actually press the pen? 

Press lightly, only hard enough to let the ink touch the paper. 

Fineliners deliver ink on contact, so extra force does not make a better 

dot; it splays the tip, enlarges the dot, and wears the nib out faster. 

Think of the pen as tapping the surface rather than stabbing it. A light, 

consistent touch gives you small, even dots and a hand that lasts. If 

your dots look heavy, ease off before you change anything else. 

Why is my first dot always bigger than the rest? 

That first oversized dot comes from ink pooling at the tip between 

strokes and from a slightly heavier initial press. After a pause, the nib 

carries a little extra ink, which the first contact releases. The simple fix 

is to start each run on scrap paper, tapping once or twice to clear the 

surplus before you touch your real work. A steady rhythm also helps, 

since long pauses let ink gather. Clear the tip, then begin. 

What is the right spacing between dots? 

There is no single correct spacing, because spacing is how you control 

value. Dots close together read dark; dots far apart read light. What 

matters is that the spacing suits the tone you want and changes 

smoothly between areas. For light areas, leave clear paper between 
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dots; for dark areas, crowd them. The skill is not a fixed distance but a 

deliberate, gradual change in distance. Think in the tones you want, 

not in millimeters you measure. 

Why does my stippling look like a grid or graph 

paper? 

This is the most common beginner frustration, and it has a clear 

cause: your dots are landing in rows and columns because your hand 

is moving in even, ruled steps. The eye reads that regularity as a 

mechanical grid. The cure is intentional irregularity, placing dots in a 

loose, scattered way rather than marching them in lines. Try dotting in 

small random clusters and let your eye, not a mental grid, judge the 

spread. See Part 4 of the workbook. 

How do I make dots look random without looking 

messy? 

Aim for controlled scatter, not chaos. Truly natural-looking placement 

still keeps an even overall density, so no clumps and no bald patches; 

it simply avoids straight lines. A useful trick is to place a few dots, then 

fill the gaps between them rather than extending a row. Keep your eye 

on the whole area, not the last dot you made. Random in direction, 

even in density, is the balance you are after, and it comes with 

practice. 

My dots drift darker on one side. Why does that 

happen? 

Drifting density usually means you are unconsciously pressing harder 

or spacing tighter as your hand moves across the page, often toward 

the side your arm pulls. Fatigue and grip both feed it. To catch it, 

pause and look at the whole area from arm’s length, where uneven 

density shows up plainly. Rotating the paper so you always dot in the 

same comfortable direction helps a great deal, and so does checking 

your overall tone before it builds too far. 

Should I work fast or slow? 

Work at a steady, moderate pace rather than rushing or laboring. 

Rushing makes dots drift into lines and sizes go uneven; going 

painfully slow tires your hand and rarely improves the result. A calm, 
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even rhythm, tap after tap, gives you the most consistent dots and the 

least fatigue. Let speed come naturally as your control grows. The goal 

is not to be quick but to be even, and evenness is what a relaxed, 

regular tempo produces. 

How do I keep one tone even across a large area? 

Even tone over a big area comes from even density, which is harder 

than it sounds because the eye loses its reference. Work in small 

patches and blend their edges into one another, rather than filling left 

to right in one sweep. Check the whole area often from a distance so 

you can spot a patch going light or heavy before it sets the pattern. 

Consistent spacing, frequent stepping back, and patience keep a large 

field flat and clean. 

What does intentional irregularity mean in 

practice? 

It means placing dots so they look natural rather than ruled, while still 

controlling their overall density. In practice, you avoid straight rows 

and even gaps, scattering dots in a loose way, yet you keep the total 

number per area deliberate so the value stays where you want it. The 

irregularity is in the arrangement; the control is in the density. Done 

well, it reads as soft, organic tone instead of a printed pattern. It is the 

heart of natural stippling. 

Should dots ever be allowed to touch? 

Yes, in the darkest areas. In deep shadow, dots naturally crowd until 

they begin to merge, and that is how you reach near-solid black with 

stippling. Elsewhere, keep dots separate so each one does its job of 

building tone. The mistake is letting dots touch too early in mid-tones, 

which jumps an area darker than you intended. Let merging happen 

only where you truly want the darkest value, and keep lighter areas 

open and breathing. 

How should I warm up before a session? 

Spend two or three minutes on scrap paper before you touch your real 

work. Lay a few rows of even dots, a small light-to-dark gradient, and 

a patch of scatter, to wake up your hand and settle your rhythm. It 

also clears any pooled ink from the tip and lets you check that pen and 
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paper are behaving. A short warm-up steadies your first dots, which 

are otherwise the least consistent ones you will make. 

How do I know if a practice grid is good enough to 

move on? 

A practice swatch is ready to leave behind when you can produce even 

dots, a smooth light-to-dark gradient, and a flat patch of tone without 

clumps or rows, on demand rather than by luck. If you can repeat it 

twice in a row, the motion has settled. Do not wait for perfection, 

which never quite arrives; wait for reliability. When the basics feel 

boring rather than difficult, that boredom is your signal to move to a 

real subject. 

Why does my grip get tighter the longer I work? 

Creeping tension is natural and almost everyone does it, tightening 

the grip as concentration deepens. The trouble is that a tight grip 

fatigues your hand and makes your dots heavy and uneven. Build a 

habit of checking your grip every few minutes and consciously 

loosening it, dropping your shoulder and softening your fingers. A 

small reminder, a note at the edge of your desk, helps until the 

looseness becomes automatic. Relaxed hands make better dots and 

last far longer. 
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Chapter 5: Value, Density & 

Avoiding Mud 

These questions go to the heart of why a drawing reads as deep or flat. 

Value is the whole game in stippling, and muddy shadows are the 

most common way it goes wrong. 

What does value mean in stippling? 

Value is simply how light or dark an area appears, on a scale from 

white paper to the darkest black your dots can build. It is the single 

most important idea in stippling, more important than detail, because 

the eye reads form and depth through value before anything else. In a 

dot drawing you have no lines and no color to lean on, only value built 

from spacing. Learn to see and control value, and the rest follows. 

To make an area darker, do I use bigger dots or 

more dots? 

More dots, not bigger ones. Darkness in stippling comes from density, 

how many dots fill a given space, not from the size of each dot. Keep 

your dot size consistent and let the spacing do the work: crowd them 

for dark, spread them for light. Bigger dots make tone look coarse and 

grainy and rob you of fine control. One steady dot size, varied only in 

how closely you pack it, gives you the smoothest range of value. 

How do I build a smooth gradient from light to 

dark? 

Build a gradient by changing density gradually, never in jumps. Start 

at the light end with dots spaced well apart, then add dots a little 

closer together as you move toward the dark end, layering in passes 

rather than finishing one spot before moving on. Working in passes 

across the whole gradient keeps the change even. Step back often to 

check that no band looks abrupt. Patience and many light passes give 

the smooth transition you are after. 

Why do my shadows turn into muddy black blobs? 

This is the frustration that defeats most beginners, and the cause is 

going too dark too fast. You add dots, decide it is not dark enough, and 
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keep packing them in until the area collapses into a flat black mass 

with no detail. The cure is to read your value from arm’s length before 

you add more, and to stop the moment the tone looks right. Build 

shadows in slow passes and check constantly. See Part 3 of the 

workbook. 

How dark is too dark? 

An area is too dark when it stops carrying information, when dots 

have merged into a solid mass and you can no longer see form or 

texture inside it. True black has its place in the very deepest shadows, 

but most of what looks like shadow is actually a dense dark gray that 

still holds detail. Before you commit to solid black, ask whether the 

area needs to be that dark or whether a rich gray would read better. 

How do I plan where the light and dark areas go? 

Plan your values before you place a single dot, by deciding where your 

light source is and which surfaces it strikes. The areas facing the light 

stay lightest; those turned away go darkest; the rest fall in between. A 

quick thumbnail sketch, only a few smudged pencil tones, lets you test 

the arrangement cheaply before you commit hours of dotting. 

Knowing your light and dark map in advance keeps the values from 

fighting each other halfway through. 

Should I leave the paper white for highlights? 

Yes. In stippling, the white of the paper is your brightest highlight, 

and the only way to keep it is to leave it untouched. Beginners often 

dot over their whole subject out of habit and lose every highlight, 

which flattens the image. Decide where your brightest spots are and 

protect them from the start. You cannot add white back later with an 

ink pen, so the paper you save is the light you keep. Plan your whites 

first. 

What is a value scale and how do I use one? 

A value scale is a strip divided into steps from white to black, each a 

little darker than the last, that you build with dots to train your eye 

and hand. Making one teaches you exactly how much density 

produces each level of dark. You then use it as a reference, matching 

the tone in your drawing to a step on the scale so your values stay 
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deliberate. It is the single most useful drill in stippling. The workbook 

includes one. 

Why does my finished drawing look flat? 

A flat drawing almost always lacks range: the values sit too close 

together, with no true lights and no real darks. Without that contrast, 

the eye has nothing to read depth from. Look at your piece and ask 

where your lightest light and darkest dark are; if they are both mid-

gray, that is the problem. Push your darks darker and protect your 

lights lighter. Strong value contrast is what makes a stippled image 

look round and alive. 

How many value steps do I actually need? 

You can suggest convincing form with surprisingly few, but a practical 

target is around five steps: white, light gray, mid gray, dark gray, and 

near-black. That range is enough to model most subjects with depth 

while staying manageable. More steps give smoother transitions but 

demand more control; fewer make the image read as graphic and 

stark. Start by aiming for five clear, distinct values, and add subtlety 

between them once you can hit those five reliably. 

How do I check my values while I am still working? 

Check often and check from a distance, because value reads differently 

up close than at viewing range. Stand back a few feet, or hold the piece 

at arm’s length, and half-close your eyes; squinting blurs the dots into 

tone and reveals whether your lights and darks are working. A photo 

viewed in grayscale does the same. Frequent checks let you correct a 

value before it goes too far, which is far easier than fixing it afterward. 

Why does an area look fine up close but wrong 

from across the room? 

Because stippling is built to be read at a distance, where the eye blends 

separate dots into smooth tone. Up close you see individual dots and 

can misjudge the overall value; from across the room those dots merge 

and the true tone appears, which may be lighter, darker, or patchier 

than you thought. This is why you step back constantly. The viewing 

distance is part of the technique, so judge your work from where it will 

actually be seen. 
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Can I rescue an area that is already too dark? 

Sometimes, though prevention is far easier than cure. Since you 

cannot remove ink, your options are to darken the surrounding areas 

so the too-dark patch no longer stands out, or to rework the piece so 

that area becomes a deliberate deep shadow. Neither fully reverses the 

mistake, which is why reading value before you densify matters so 

much. If the area is beyond saving, treat the piece as practice; a ruined 

shadow still teaches you where the limit is. 

How do I keep my lightest areas from 

disappearing? 

Protect them deliberately from the very beginning. Decide where your 

highlights and lightest tones belong, and resist the urge to dot into 

them as you work the darker areas around them. It helps to build your 

whole drawing from light to dark, adding density in stages, so your 

lights stay open until you are sure. A faint pencil outline around a 

highlight reminds you to keep clear of it. Lights vanish through 

inattention, so give them your attention. 
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Chapter 6: Textures & Subjects 

These questions move from drills to real subjects. Each surface in the 

world has its own logic of light, and once you can read that logic, the 

dots almost place themselves. 

How do I stipple stone or rock? 

Stone reads as stone through irregular value and a slightly rough 

scatter. Build the large light and shadow shapes first with even 

density, then break up the surface with small, uneven clusters of dots 

to suggest pits and grain. Keep the dot placement loose and avoid any 

regular pattern, since rock is never uniform. Let a few tiny clear gaps 

stand for catchlights on a hard surface. The trick is controlled 

randomness over a clear underlying value structure. 

How do I render bark or wood grain with dots? 

Wood grain follows direction, so let your dot clusters flow along the 

length of the grain rather than scattering evenly. Build the deep 

grooves as darker, denser channels and the raised ridges as lighter 

bands between them, following the lines the wood would have. Keep 

the flow slightly irregular, since real grain wanders and splits. Vary the 

density to show where bark is rough or weathered. Direction plus 

uneven density is what turns plain dots into believable wood. 

How do I stipple fur or hair? 

Fur is built from direction and layered value, not from drawing 

individual hairs. Work in the direction the fur lies, letting your dots 

cluster into soft streaks that follow the flow over the form. Build depth 

in layers, darker where the fur is in shadow or grows dense, lighter at 

the tips and highlights. Leave some lighter strands by keeping paper 

open along them. Suggesting fur in masses that follow direction reads 

far better than dotting hair by hair. 

How do I approach feathers? 

Feathers combine soft and crisp in one subject. The downy base is 

soft, built with loose, graded dots, while the firm vanes have a clear 

direction and edge. Work the soft areas with gentle density changes, 

then define the stiffer feather edges with slightly tighter, directional 
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dotting. Follow the way each feather sweeps from its central shaft 

outward. Keep your lightest areas open for sheen. The contrast 

between the soft down and the structured vane is what sells a feather. 

How do I suggest fabric or cloth folds? 

Cloth is about how light wraps over folds, so it lives entirely in value. 

Find where the fabric rises into light and dips into shadow, and build 

smooth gradients of density along each fold. The deepest creases get 

the darkest, densest dots; the raised ridges stay lightest. Keep the 

transitions soft, since most fabric curves rather than breaks sharply. 

Let the pattern of light and shadow describe the folds, and the cloth 

will look like it drapes. 

How do I stipple water or reflections? 

Water reads through contrast and broken shapes. Still water mirrors 

what is above it, so build the reflection as a slightly softer, wavier 

version of the real subject, with horizontal breaks where ripples cut 

across it. Keep bright highlights as untouched paper, since water 

sparkles where it catches light. Moving water needs more broken, 

scattered value. The key is strong contrast between the bright 

catchlights you leave white and the darker tones around them. 

How do I show smoke, mist, or haze? 

Soft, formless subjects are built almost entirely from the lightest end 

of your value range. Use widely spaced, delicate dots that fade 

gradually into clear paper, with no hard edges anywhere. Let the haze 

be defined by what it veils, a darker shape softening as the mist passes 

over it. Resist adding density; the moment smoke gets too dark it 

stops reading as smoke. Restraint and very gradual fades are 

everything with mist and haze. 

How do I render metal or glass? 

Metal and glass are convincing when their value contrast is sharp and 

abrupt. Unlike soft surfaces, they jump quickly from bright highlight 

to dark shadow with little middle ground, which is what gives them 

their hard, reflective look. Leave crisp white paper for the brightest 

reflections, build dense darks close beside them, and keep the 

transitions tight rather than gradual. Reflections sit in hard-edged 



28 

shapes, not soft gradients. Strong, sudden contrast is the signal that 

reads as shine. 

What is the easiest first subject, a leaf, a 

mushroom, or a stone? 

Any of the three is a good start, and a smooth stone is perhaps the 

easiest of all. A stone is a simple rounded form with clear light and 

shadow and no fine detail to distract you, so it teaches pure value 

control. A mushroom adds a gentle curve and a soft underside; a leaf 

brings in a little structure with its veins. Begin with whichever appeals 

to you, but if you want the gentlest start, choose the stone. 

How do I stipple a sphere or other rounded form? 

A sphere is the classic exercise because it teaches you to wrap value 

around a curve. Place your lightest area where the light strikes most 

directly, then increase density smoothly as the surface turns away, 

reaching the darkest tone in the shadow. Leave a slightly lighter band 

near the bottom edge for reflected light, which makes the form sit in 

space. Learn this gradual turn from light to dark and you can model 

almost any rounded shape. 

How do I keep the edges of a subject clean? 

Clean edges come from control and a clear mental boundary, not from 

outlining. Decide exactly where your subject ends and dot up to that 

line with care, letting the density define the edge rather than a drawn 

outline. Slow down at the border and place each dot deliberately. A 

faint pencil guideline, erased later, can help you stay precise. The 

crispness of a stippled edge comes from where you stop placing dots, 

so stop with intention. 

Should I outline the subject first or start dotting 

right away? 

A light pencil outline first is the wiser path for most beginners. A faint 

guideline maps your shapes and value boundaries so you are not 

guessing mid-piece, and it erases cleanly once the ink is dry. Dotting 

straight onto blank paper is possible, but it asks a lot of your planning 

and is easy to drift on. Sketch lightly, dot deliberately, then lift the 

pencil. The outline is a scaffold, not part of the finished image. 
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How do I handle small details like an animal’s eye? 

Small focal details deserve your steadiest, finest work, because the 

viewer’s gaze goes straight to them. Switch to your finest nib, slow 

right down, and build the form carefully, leaving a crisp white 

catchlight as untouched paper to give the eye life. Keep the darkest 

darks of the pupil dense and clean. A single well-placed highlight 

matters more than any amount of surrounding detail. Take your time 

here; this is where the drawing comes alive. 

How do I approach a mandala or abstract dot 

design? 

Abstract and mandala work shifts the emphasis from rendering form 

to rhythm and balance. Here repetition and pattern are the point, so 

even, deliberate dot placement and symmetry matter more than light 

and shadow. Plan your structure lightly in pencil, work outward from 

the center, and keep your density consistent within each band. It is a 

different discipline from realistic stippling, more meditative and 

pattern-driven, and a fine way to practice steady, even dotting while 

making something complete. 

How do I draw a botanical subject without it 

looking flat? 

A flat botanical almost always means the values are too even. Even a 

thin leaf has a lit side and a shadowed side, a curl that catches light 

and a vein that casts a tiny shadow. Find those subtle turns and 

exaggerate them slightly, building real darks where the form bends 

away and keeping the lit edges open. Let the subject curve in and out 

of light. Value, not outline, is what gives a flower or leaf its life. 

How do I decide which texture technique a surface 

needs? 

Look at how the surface handles light, and the technique follows. Ask 

two questions: does the surface go from light to dark gradually or 

sharply, and does it have direction or pattern? Soft, matte things like 

cloth and mist need gentle gradients; hard, shiny things like metal 

need sharp contrast; directional things like wood and fur need 

flowing, aligned dots. Once you read a surface in terms of value and 

direction, the right approach becomes clear. 
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Chapter 7: Fixing, Finishing & 

Sharing 

These final questions cover fixing mistakes, knowing when a piece is 

done, and what to do with it afterward. A few touch on selling and 

rights, where the honest answer points you to the proper sources. 

Can I erase or remove a dot I did not mean to 

make? 

Not cleanly. Pigment ink soaks into the paper and cannot be erased 

the way pencil can, so a stray dot is effectively permanent. The honest 

answer is to prevent rather than remove: work lightly, plan your 

darks, and accept that one small misplaced dot rarely shows in a 

finished piece. A single dot in the wrong spot usually disappears once 

the surrounding tone is built. Learn to work with the permanence 

rather than fighting it. 

How do I fix a mistake in the middle of a drawing? 

It depends on the mistake. A dot or two in the wrong place can often 

be absorbed by building the area around them so they blend into the 

tone. A larger error, an area gone too dark, is harder, and your best 

option is usually to darken neighboring areas to rebalance the whole. 

For a serious slip, white correction fluid can patch a small spot, 

though it changes the surface. Often the wisest fix is to keep going and 

learn. 

When is a stippling piece actually finished? 

A piece is finished when adding more would not improve it, which is a 

judgment you build with experience. Practically, it is done when your 

value range is complete, your darks are dark enough, your lights are 

protected, and the form reads clearly from a distance. The danger is 

overworking, since you cannot remove ink, so it is safer to stop a little 

early than to push past the point of balance. When in doubt, set it 

aside and look again tomorrow. 
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How do I know when to stop adding dots? 

Stop when the value is right, not when you run out of energy or 

patience. Check from arm’s length and ask whether the tones are 

doing their job; if the form reads and the contrast holds, you are done 

in that area. The urge to keep dotting a little more is what tips good 

work into muddy work. Trust your value check over the restless feeling 

that something must still be missing. Finished is a value judgment, 

not a feeling. 

How do I turn a photo into a stippled drawing? 

Start by simplifying the photo into values, not details. Convert it to 

grayscale and squint at it, or reduce it to a few tonal zones, so you can 

see the big light and dark shapes before any dots. Sketch those shapes 

lightly, then build them with density as you would any subject. Work 

from your own photos, or images you have clear permission to use, to 

stay on safe ground with copyright. The full photo-to-stippling method 

is in the workbook. 

How do I keep a finished piece from smudging or 

fading? 

Pigment fineliner ink is archival and waterproof once dry, so a 

finished piece is fairly stable on its own. To protect it further, let it dry 

fully, then store or display it away from direct sunlight, which fades 

almost anything over years. For framed work, UV-filtering glass helps. 

A light fixative spray rated for ink can add protection, but test it on a 

scrap first, since some sprays alter the surface. Good paper, good ink, 

and shade do most of the work. 

How should I scan or photograph my line work? 

A flatbed scanner gives the cleanest result for stippling, capturing fine 

dots crisply at a high resolution, around 600 dpi for detailed work. If 

you photograph instead, use flat, even light from both sides to avoid 

glare and shadow, hold the camera squarely above the piece, and 

shoot in the best light you have. Either way, capture in the highest 

quality your device allows. Clean, even lighting and high resolution 

preserve the delicate dot detail that makes the work read. 
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How do I frame or display a finished piece? 

Frame stippling simply, since the work carries itself. A plain mat and 

frame keep attention on the image, and a white or off-white mat suits 

the high-contrast nature of ink on paper. Use acid-free mats and 

backing so the paper does not yellow over time, and UV-filtering glass 

to guard against fading. Keep the piece out of direct sun and away 

from damp. Quiet framing and good materials let a small dot drawing 

hold a wall with ease. 

Can I sell prints or cards of my stippling? 

Generally yes, if the work is your own original creation, and many 

artists sell prints, cards, and originals of their dotwork. The picture 

gets more complicated if you worked from someone else’s photo or a 

copyrighted subject, which can affect what you may sell. Print-on-

demand platforms each have their own rules and content policies, so 

read those before listing. This is general information rather than legal 

advice; for anything uncertain, check official sources or a qualified 

professional. 

How should I price my work as a beginner? 

Pricing is personal and varies widely, so treat any number as a starting 

point rather than a rule. Many beginners consider their materials, the 

hours a piece took, and what comparable work sells for in their own 

market, then adjust as they learn what buyers respond to. 

Underpricing to make a first sale is common and not a mistake to 

dwell on. This is general guidance, not professional or financial advice, 

so research your own market before you set prices. 

Do I own the copyright to my own stippling? 

As a general matter, when you create an original stippled drawing 

yourself, you hold the copyright to that original work. It becomes less 

clear when you closely copy someone else’s photograph or artwork, 

since the underlying image may carry its own rights, which can limit 

what is truly yours. Working from your own references or properly 

licensed images keeps things clean. This is general information, not 

legal advice; for specifics, consult an authority such as the U.S. 

Copyright Office or a qualified professional. 
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How do I share my work online without losing 

quality? 

Share a clean, high-resolution scan rather than a quick snapshot, and 

let each platform resize it rather than shrinking it yourself first. 

Export at a generous size, since most sites compress images, and 

starting large means the compressed result still looks sharp. Crop 

tightly to the artwork and keep the lighting even and true. A faint 

signature or watermark protects your work without spoiling it. Good 

capture is most of the battle; the platform handles the rest. 

What should I practice next after this book? 

Keep building on value, because it never stops rewarding attention. 

Choose subjects a small step beyond your comfort: a more complex 

texture, a larger piece, a subject with trickier light. Working through a 

botanical study, an animal portrait, or a still life with several surfaces 

stretches different skills. The workbook’s later parts guide several of 

these. The aim is steady, slightly challenging practice rather than 

repeating what you already find easy. Growth lives a step past 

comfortable. 

How do I keep improving once I have finished the 

workbook? 

Improvement comes from regular practice, honest review, and 

gradually harder subjects, the same things that got you this far. Keep a 

dated stack of your work so you can see real progress over months, 

since day-to-day change is invisible. Study how light falls on things 

around you, even away from the pen, because seeing value is half the 

skill. Finish pieces rather than abandoning them, and let each one set 

the bar a little higher. Steady habit beats occasional bursts. 
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Where to Go in the Workbook 

Each theme in this FAQ connects to a part of Stipplingfor Beginners, 

where the skill is taught in full and in order. When you want the 

complete method behind an answer, this is where to look. 

⚫ Getting started and mindset: the foreword and opening 

chapters 

⚫ Pens, ink, and paper: the materials chapter and appendix 

⚫ Workspace, posture, and hand care: the setup and endurance 

chapters 

⚫ Pressure, spacing, and consistency: the core drills 

⚫ Value, density, and avoiding mud: the value chapters in Part 3 

⚫ Textures and subjects: the texture and subject parts 

⚫ Fixing, finishing, and sharing: the finishing chapters and back 

matter 


