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THE ENDURING ALLURE OF THE
SKULL IN ART

The human skull  has captivated artists
for centuries. From the vanitas paintings
o f  t h e  D u t c h  G o l d e n  A g e  t o
contemporary  tattoo  designs  and
graphic novels,  the skull  is  a  powerful
symbol  of  mortality,  rebellion,  and the
raw structure beneath our skin. Learning
how to draw a skull is more than just a
spooky  drawing  exercise;  i t  is  a

fundamental lesson in human anatomy,
symmetry,  and  realistic  shading.
Whether you are a beginner picking up a
pencil  for  the  first  time  or  an
experienced  illustrator  looking  to  refine
your  technique,  mastering  the  skull
provides a solid foundation for drawing
portraits,  characters,  and  anatomical
studies.
This comprehensive guide will walk you
through every step of the process, from
understanding  the  underlying  bone
structure  to  adding  the  final  dramatic
shadows that bring your drawing to life.
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We  will  cover  multiple  approaches,
including  a  realistic  skull,  a  side  profile,
and even a stylized sugar skull, ensuring
that you have a versatile skill set. By the
end  of  this  article,  you  will  have  the
confidence and knowledge to draw skulls
that  are  anatomically  convincing  and
visually striking.
Before we begin, gather your materials.
You will need a graphite pencil (an HB
for sketching and a 4B or 6B for darker
shading),  a  quality  eraser  (a  kneaded
eraser  is  ideal  for  lifting  highlights),
some drawing  paper,  and  a  reference
image. While we describe the process in
detail, looking at a real skull or a high-
quality  photograph  will  significantly
improve  your  accuracy.  Now,  let  us
unlock  the  secrets  of  the  human
cranium.

UNDERSTANDING SKULL
ANATOMY FOR ARTISTS

Before  you  put  pencil  to  paper,  it  is
crucial  to  understand  what  you  are
drawing. A skull is not just a round ball
with holes for eyes and a mouth. It is a
complex structure of fused bones, each
with  distinct  planes,  curves,  and
landmarks.  Knowing  these  landmarks
will help you place features correctly and
create  a  drawing  that  feels  solid  and
three-dimensional.

Key Bony
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Landmarks
The human skull is divided into two main
parts:  the cranium (which protects the
brain) and the mandible (the lower jaw).
Here  are  the  key  areas  you  need  to
know:

The Cranium: This is the large,
rounded dome that forms the top,
back, and sides of the skull. It is
not a perfect sphere; it is slightly
flattened at the top and more
rounded at the back.
The Brow Ridge (Supraorbital
Ridge): This is the prominent,
bony ledge above the eye sockets.
It is thicker and more pronounced
in male skulls.
The Eye Sockets (Orbits): These

are two large, hollow openings.
They are not perfect circles; they
are more like rounded squares or
pentagons with a slight inward
slope towards the nose.
The Nasal Cavity: This is the
central, pear-shaped opening
below the brow ridge. It is widest
at the bottom and narrows
towards the top.
The Cheekbones (Zygomatic
Arches): These are the wing-like
bones that extend outwards from
below the eye sockets. They define
the width of the face.
The Maxilla: This is the upper
jawbone that holds the upper
teeth. It sits below the nasal
cavity.
The Mandible: This is the
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movable lower jaw. It is U-shaped
and is the only bone in the skull
that is not fused to the others. It
has two upward projections called
the ramus that connect to the
cranium near the ears.

HOW TO DRAW A SKULL: A STEP-
BY-STEP METHOD

Now  that  you  understand  the  basic
anatomy,  let  us  dive into  the drawing
process. We will use a simplified method
that  breaks  the  complex  shape  down
into manageable geometric forms. This
is the most reliable way to learn how to
draw a skull with accurate proportions.

Step 1: Establish
the Basic
Proportions
Start with a simple circle for the top of
the  cranium.  Do not  press  hard;  keep
your  lines  light  and  loose.  This  circle
should be roughly the size of a tennis
ball on your paper. Next, draw a vertical
line  straight  down  the  center  of  the
circle.  This  is  your  axis  of  symmetry.
Now,  draw  a  horizontal  line  halfway
down  the  circle.  This  line  marks  the
position  of  the  brow  ridge.  Below  the
circle,  sketch  a  U-shape for  the  lower
jaw.  The bottom of  the jaw should be
approximately  the same distance from
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the bottom of the circle as the radius of
the  circle  itself.  This  ensures  the
proportions are not too short or too long.

Step 2: Block in
the Eye Sockets
and Nasal Cavity
Using  your  center  line  for  reference,
draw  two  light  squares  or  rounded
rectangles  for  the  eye  sockets.  They
should sit on the horizontal brow line you
drew in Step 1. The space between the
eyes  is  roughly  the  width  of  one  eye
socket. Below the eye sockets, along the
center line, sketch a small, upside-down
heart  or  a  pear  shape  for  the  nasal

cavity. Remember that the nasal cavity
is wider at the bottom and narrows as it
goes up towards the brow. At this stage,
do not worry about details. Focus only on
size and placement.

Step 3: Define
the Cheekbones
and Upper Jaw
Draw  two  curved  lines  that  sweep
outwards and downwards from the outer
edges of the eye sockets. These lines will
become  the  cheekbones  or  zygomatic
arches.  They should curve around and
connect  back  towards  the  upper  jaw.
Below  the  nasal  cavity,  sketch  a
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horizontal  line  for  the  bottom  of  the
maxilla (where the upper teeth sit). This
line  should  be  slightly  curved,  like  a
gentle smile.

Step 4: Shape
the Lower Jaw
(Mandible)
Take  your  U-shape  from  Step  1  and
make it more angular. The lower jaw has
distinct corners. The bottom of the jaw is
flat, and it angles up sharply to meet the
cranium near the ear area. This angle is
called the gonial angle or the jaw angle.
It  creates  a  powerful,  structural  look.
Draw a light line across the middle of the

jaw area to mark where the lower teeth
will sit.

Step 5: Add the
Teeth
The  teeth  are  a  common  area  where
beginners struggle.  Do not draw every
tooth as a separate rectangle. Instead,
th ink  o f  them  as  a  cont inuous ,
undulating  band.  Start  by  drawing  a
horizontal line that separates the upper
and lower teeth. Then, draw a series of
gentle arcs and curves along the upper
and  lower  jaw  lines.  The  front  teeth
(incisors)  are  flat  and  chisel-shaped,
while the back teeth (molars) are wider
and bumpier. Avoid making the teeth too
long;  they  should  fit  comfortably  within
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the  jawline.  A  common  mistake  in
learning how to draw a skull is making
the teeth look like a picket fence. Keep
them subtle.

MASTERING SHADING AND
DEPTH

A flat, outlined skull looks like a coloring
book. The magic happens when you add
shading.  Shading  transforms  your
drawing  from  a  flat  diagram  into  a
convincing,  three-dimensional  object.
Understanding light and shadow is the
next step in learning how to draw a skull
realistically.

Understanding
Light Source
Decide where your light is coming from.
Is it from above? From the side? For this
exercise,  assume  the  light  is  coming
from the top left. This means the right
side of the skull and the areas under the
brow and cheekbones will be in shadow.
Consistency is key. Once you pick a light
source,  stick  with  it  for  the  entire
drawing.

Key Shadow
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Areas
There are several areas on a skull that
always require deep shadow:

The Eye Sockets: These are the
darkest part of the skull. The
orbital cavity is deep, so use your
darkest pencil (4B or 6B) here. Add
a small, lighter area near the top
inner edge to show where the
bone catches a bit of light.
The Nasal Cavity: This is another
very dark area. Like the eye
sockets, it is a hollow space. Shade
it deeply, leaving the lower edge
slightly lighter to show the bottom
of the cavity.
Under the Cheekbones: The
zygomatic arch casts a sharp

shadow down onto the maxilla.
This shadow helps define the
structure of the face.
Under the Brow Ridge: The
prominent brow ridge casts a
shadow over the top of the eye
sockets. This shadow connects the
brow to the eye cavity.
The Temple Area: The sides of
the cranium, just behind the eye
sockets, are slightly indented. Add
a soft, curved shadow here to
show the temporal depression.
Under the Jaw: The bottom of the
mandible is often in shadow,
especially if the light is coming
from above. This shadow
separates the jaw from the neck (if
you are drawing the skull on a
neck).
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Shading
Technique:
Building Layers
Do not try to go dark all at once. Start
with a light layer of HB pencil, using a
circular or back-and-forth motion. Keep
your pencil  sharp for  detail  areas,  but
use  the  side  of  the  lead  for  broad
shading. Gradually build up the darkness
by adding more layers. Use a blending
stump  or  a  tissue  to  smooth  out  the
pencil marks and create a soft, bone-like
texture. Finally, use your kneaded eraser
to  lift  out  highlights.  The  top  of  the
cranium, the bridge of the nose, and the
tops of the cheekbones are good places

to add bright highlights.

DIFFERENT APPROACHES:
STYLIZED AND PROFILE VIEWS

Once you are comfortable with a front-
facing  realistic  skull,  you  can  explore
other styles and angles. This versatility
is a key part of learning how to draw a
skull for various artistic projects.

How To Draw A
Skull in Profile
Drawing a skull  from the side is  often
easier than the front because you only
have  to  worry  about  one  side  of  the
symmetry. Start by drawing a circle for
the  cranium,  but  this  time,  place  it



10

10 How To Draw A Skulls 2026-06-10

slightly  off-center  on  your  page.  Draw a
vertical  line  down the  left  side  of  the
circle to mark the front of the face. The
jaw line is the key difference here. From
the bottom of the circle, draw a line that
angles  down  and  out,  then  curves  to
form  the  chin.  The  ramus  of  the
mandible extends up from the back of
the jaw to connect with the cranium near
the ear hole (external auditory meatus).
The teeth in profile form a neat, stacked
row,  with  the  upper  teeth  slightly
overlapping  the  lower  teeth.  The
cheekbone  is  a  prominent  curved  line
extending back from the eye socket.

How To Draw A

Stylized Skull for
Tattoos or Art
A realistic skull is great for anatomy, but
sometimes  you  want  something  with
more  personality.  Stylized  skulls  often
exaggerate  certain  features.  You  can
make the eye sockets larger and more
angular,  the  teeth  sharper  and  more
numerous,  and  the  cranium  more
elongated. This is common in tribal art or
heavy metal album covers. The key to a
good stylized skull is to understand the
rules of anatomy first so you know which
rules you are breaking. For example, you
might  make the  brow ridge  extremely
thick and the jaw square and massive.
Stylization is about pushing proportions
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for effect while still  keeping the drawing
readable as a skull.

COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW
TO AVOID THEM

Even experienced artists make mistakes
when  drawing  skulls.  Being  aware  of
these common pitfalls will save you time
and frustration. Here is a list of the most
frequent  errors  people  make  when
learning  how  to  draw  a  skull:

Eyes Too Round: The eye
sockets are not perfect circles.
They have flat tops and angled
bottoms. Making them round
makes the skull look cartoonish.
Teeth Too Big or Too Small:
Teeth are surprisingly small in
proportion to the rest of the skull.

They should not dominate the
lower half of the face. Also, avoid
drawing them as individual cubes;
think of them as a continuous
band with edges.
Jaw Too Weak: The mandible is a
strong, robust bone. Do not make
it too thin or pointed. Give it mass
and angular corners, especially at
the back near the ears.
Ignoring the Cranium: Some
artists focus so much on the face
that they neglect the dome of the
skull. The cranium is large and
should feel spacious. A small
cranium makes the face look
squashed.
Flat Shading: A skull has many
planes and curves. Avoid shading
it as if it were a single, flat surface.
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Pay attention to the transitions
between the brow, eye sockets,
cheekbones, and jaw.

ADVANCED TECHNIQUES:
TEXTURE AND DETAIL

Once  you  have  mastered  the  basic
shape  and  shading,  you  can  add  finer
details  that  elevate your  drawing to  a
professional level. These details give the
skull


