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Illustrator

Creating 
trees in 
Illustrator 

Green is in vogue and 
clients everywhere want 
natural imagery in their 
promotional material. 
Ben the Illustrator 
shows you how to create 
a fresh-looking tree
 As a child, no doubt a tree was one of the fi rst things 
you drew, with a brown rectangular block for the trunk and a big 
green scribble for the leaves. But with companies increasingly 
keen to shout about their ecological credentials, now’s a good time 
to learn how to create a tree with a computer instead of crayons.
 In this tutorial you’ll start by taking a photograph of a 
tree, then trace its natural form and add your own creative touches 
to produce an eye-catching, contemporary illustration. You’ll use a 
range of Illustrator tools, including the freehand drawing tools, the 
shape tools and the Layers palette. 
 Of course, the methods I’ll show you can be adapted for 
any project you have to hand. You can create your own atmosphere 
using a different colour palette, a different type of tree and different 
surroundings. Your fi nal illustration can be bright and colourful, 
dark and magical, psychedelic and surreal, or wholly realistic – it’s 
entirely your choice.

Ben O’Brien
  Ben the Illustrator 
creates super-
colourful, ethereal 
landscapes for 
exhibitions, prints 
and commercial 
commissions. Clients 
include smart, the 
Guardian and House 
& Garden. See www.
bentheillustrator.
com and www.
speakerdog.com.

On the disc 
An Illustrator fi le 
containing the main 
structure of the tree 
can be found in 
Disc Contents\
Resources\trees.

Time needed 
2 hours 30 minutes

Skills 
   Drawing tools
   Simulating 

depth with 
layers and 
colour

   Combining a 
contemporary 
style with a 
natural look
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01 Your fi rst stop is nature. Go 
outside and fi nd the perfect tree to use. 
Look for one with the right size, the right 
shape – even the right character. 
Photograph the tree in one clear shot, 
noting the surroundings, and take 
close-ups of any elements you want to 
illustrate. Then return to your desk and 
import your tree photo into Illustrator.

05  Create the layer with lines 
making up the main bark pattern. Try to 
do this freehand using the Pencil or 
Paintbrush tool for a more spontaneous 
effect. Between the Colour Blocks layer 
and the Lines layer, add another layer of 
lines in a slightly darker tone than the 
top layer of lines. The new lines should 
be slightly more random, but often 
mimic the top layer.

04  To add character and style to 
your tree, work fanatically at the bark. 
For the next steps, don’t worry about 
keeping inside the trunk shape, because 
you’ll mask the bark pattern later. Start 
with blocks of colour in natural and 
organic shapes – nothing too angular. 
Make these shapes slightly darker than 
the main trunk; this will add a natural 
undertone to the bark pattern lines. 

03  For the smaller branches, I’m 
using the Paintbrush tool for a looser 
line; you could try the Pencil tool for an 
effective rough quality. Use different 
thicknesses for different-sized 
branches. Group the trunk and branches 
as one layer. Don’t worry about all the 
branches connecting to each other, 
because it will add a natural effect 
when the leaves are on.

02  Starting with the main body 
of the tree, you can use the Pen or Pencil 
tool depending on the quality of line you 
prefer. I’m using the Pen tool with a 
Wacom tablet. Trace precisely enough to 
capture the natural form, but feel free to 
add your own curves, notches, nooks 
and gnarly bits.
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10  Add a layer on top of the 
Trunk&Branches layer group and fi ll 
with more leaves, again in a slightly 
brighter tone. Ensure the overall shape 
created by the leaves looks natural. 
Add a fourth layer, again brightening 
the tone, and fi ll up the thicker areas. 

08  Starting behind the 
Trunk&Branches layer group, reproduce 
your leaf shapes over and over, building 
a core to the big bunches of leaves. To 
add depth, use a dark tone for the leaves 
on the lowest layer and pick brighter 
tones as you work towards the top layer. 

07  For a strong look of quirky 
realism, it’s really worth the effort of 
illustrating every leaf on the tree, spread 
across multiple layers. Decide on a 
shape, or a set of shapes, for your 
leaves. Use natural shapes, circles, 
stars, diamonds, letters… just play. 

09  Work out where the leaves would be at their thickest. 
Add a second layer, still behind the branches, with a slightly 
brighter tone, fi lling up spaces. Don’t worry about piling leaves 
in front of each other, but do make sure there are gaps so you 
can see through the tree to the sky behind and the branches 
within the tree.

 Colouring your tree
 Illustrator is blessed with a selection of fantastic colour swatches, so use them. There 
are no rules about tree colours. Wood may generally be brown, but red, off-white, deep orange or 
even blues and greens can work wonderfully. As for leaves, in nature they range from bright pinks, 
oranges and yellows to almost every red and green tone imaginable. The possibilities are endless.

14  After spending so much time perfecting the tree, it 
would be a shame to ruin the image by rushing the background. 
Fill the rest of the scene with beautiful surroundings: fi elds, 
other trees, hills, mountains, fl owers and mushrooms. I used 
the Paintbrush tool to create my grass; it’s a super effect and 
can be an easy way to include a simple shadow. To really set off 
the sunlight, add a clean, fresh colour fade in the sky.

13  Now to fi nish the tree. If 
necessary, add more leaves to make 
it look perfect and natural. Include 
anything else growing on it, such as ivy. 
You can also refi ne any colours, 
selecting each layer of leaves and 
playing with different tones. You can 
even get creative with wild animals, 
adding birds, monsters or lost cats.

12   Trees need sunshine, so add 
a sun. Create a few layers with 
sunbeams, some on top of each other 
and all in white with a transparency of 
30 per cent. It might help to put a plain, 
fl at colour in the background so you can 
see the white sunbeams on top. Put the 
sunbeam layers at different levels 
within the layers of leaves, so some can 
be seen more than others.

11  Finally, add a fi fth layer of 
leaves, which should be the brightest or 
lightest in tone. Only place these highly 
lit leaves in areas that would really 
catch the sunlight: the top of the tree, 
the tips of the branches and at the front 
of bushy areas.

06   In the Layers palette, 
duplicate the original Trunk layer and 
put the copied layer above the 
artworked Bark layers (all grouped 
together). Create a clipping mask. 
Repeat this for any bark patterns you’ve 
drawn on separate branch shapes.
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