
Using Photos for Proportion
Painting trees with accurate proportions and shading can be difficult.  
This tutorial demonstrates how to improve your painting speed and 
accuracy simply by using digital photographs as proportion templates.     

We include the photo used for this tree so that your experience 
corresponds to the images provided in the tutorial.  Foliage and branch 
tools are provided as well.  You will need Painter 6, 7 or 8, however.  If 
you don’t own it, you can download a demonstration version from the 
Corel web site.  To begin,

Download the phototute.zip file and extract the files to your desktop.  

Open the Tree_Photo.PSD file 
in Painter.  It will serve as your 
proportion template.  

Use Select All (Ctrl+A) to Cut 
(Ctrl+X) and Paste (Ctrl+V) the 
photo so as to make it a layer.

Lower the layer’s transparency 
to 40% and lock the layer so 
you can’t move it.

Next, select the Linear-Size-P 
Image Hose brush and Load 
the Sycamore nozzle (Ctrl+L).  

You don’t need pressure 
sensitivity for size, so select 
Edit Variant from the brush 
fly-out menu as shown below 
(upper left).  Change “Min Size” 
to 100%, “Size” to 70% and 
“Expression” to None.  



Spray some leaves to make sure they match the 
photo, then use Ctrl+Z to Undo or remove the leaves.

Finally, select the Secondary Color icon on the Color 
palette and change the color to black.  That lets you 
darken the leaves by changing the Grain setting.

The idea is to paint the foliage on separate lavers 
based on areas of light and dark.  The photo is your 
map.   With that in mind, create three new layers above 
the photo layer.  

Select the layer 
above the photo and 
then lower the Grain 
setting to 50% as 
shown here.  

Now you are ready 
to paint, so start by spraying in the darkest areas of shaded foliage.  For best results, try using 
dabs or brief brush strokes.  You want to spray foliage over the darkest areas of the corresponding 
photograph as shown below.   You also want to be sparing.  Similarly, don’t hesitate to use Ctrl+Z 
“undo” a mistake or obtain a better result.



When you finish the darkest areas, select 
the next layer above.  Move the Grain setting 
up to 75% and dab foliage over the semi-
shaded areas of foliage.  

Try not to clog the foliage.  Keep in mind 
that the openings between the leaves can 
be as important as the leaves themselves.

Finally, select the topmost layer.  Increase 
the Grain setting to 100% and begin add 
leaves over highlighted foliage.  

It’s that easy, and the lighting should be 
close to natural.  You’ve still got the trunk 
and branches to contend with, however.

Use Ctrl+9 to display the Patterns palette.  Choose the Load Library command 
on the menu fly-out as shown below.  Now load the Sycamore.PTL pattern library 
located on your desktop.  

You have the paints you 
need, now you need to 
select the right brush.

Select the Pattern Pens 
brush as shown, then 
choose the “Pattern Pen 
Masked” variant.



Because tree trunks taper, you want pen pressure to determine size.  To make sure the brush can paint with a tapering stroke, select the Brush 
Controls (Painter 6-7) or Edit Variant (Painter 8) command once again.  Set Size to 10, Min Size to 15 and Expression to Pressure. 

Before you paint the trunk, create a new layer and place it 
between the bottom and middle foliage layers.  

Using the photo as a guide, paint the trunk in a single stroke.  
If it doesn’t look right, use Ctrl+Z to “undo” the stroke and try 
again.  If the trunk is too thick, use less pen pressure or reduce 
the brush size.  When your trunk is similar to the photo, stop.

The branch patterns taper and fork automatically, so change the 
brush settings back to a simpler, non-pressure sensitive brush.  
To do that, use the same Edit Variant command. Change Size to 
100, Min Size to 100 and Expression to None.

Once the brush is adjusted, select a branch pattern from the 
Patterns palette.  Use upward, finite strokes extending from the 
trunk to paint in the limbs.  When you have the limbs painted, 
reduce brush size to 60% and add branches to the limbs.  Repeat 
the process for twigs, and don’t be afraid to use Ctrl+Z to undo.



Except for touching up areas where branches don’t connect correctly, you are done painting the tree.  (Don’t close Painter yet though.  You still 
need to add shadows.)  

Since most people are more comfortable with Photoshop, save 
the file as a .PSD and clean up the trunk and limb connections 
using Photoshop’s smudge, clone or eraser tools.  When you are 
finished, save and open the file in Painter again.  

To add shadows, load the Sycamore Shadows nozzle (Ctrl+L) 
and select the Image Hose 
brush again.  Change the brush 
Opacity to 45% as shown.  

Now make the trunk and branch 
layer active and select Preserve 
Transparency.  

Spray shadows along  the trunk 
and limbs to add dimensional 
shading.  Use the shadows to 
touch-up some of the lighter 
areas on the foliage layers too. 

Save and close the file, then 
open it in Photoshop again.  

The painting is done.  The triick 
is to use Photoshop’s selection 
tools to add highlights or adjust 
colors.  When you are satisfied with the look, merge the layers 
and apply finishing touches like contrast and sharpening.

Your Photoshop skills can make the tree truly exceptional.  Of 
course, it would be much easier if you could paint the tree in 
Photoshop as well.   For that, we suggest using the Photoshop 
feature request form on Adobe’s web site.  You can find the form 
at:  http://www.adobe.com/support/feature.html

Last but not least, have fun.
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