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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




Introduction


Sketching in a city environment is an exciting experience. The streets throb with energy and pulse with life. From the soaring skyscrapers of New York to Rome’s ancient architecture, wherever you turn, the city offers unique sketching opportunities.


Drawing in urban spaces also gives you a completely new way in which to engage with a city – to sketch a place is to truly see it. This could mean experiencing a new city through the lens of a sketcher or seeing a familiar area with fresh eyes.


Urban sketching is very different to studio-based drawing such as figure drawing or still life. You are out in a public environment, part of the landscape and embedded in the city. In the studio, the artist has control over the environment and the subject matter, but live sketching on the streets is a different matter. You have to embrace the combinations of static buildings and ever-moving people and vehicles.


I got hooked on urban sketching when I moved to London in 2013 – the diverse architecture of the city inspired me to pick up my pencil. My first few sketches were a bit clunky but I was determined to draw without worrying about the outcome. Over time, I got into a groove and found that my eye improved with each sketch. I began producing more and more faithful representations of the city scenes that I observed, be they calm, hectic, noisy, quiet, relaxed or full on – I just drew what I saw.


I searched hungrily for more examples of urban sketching online, and seeing how passionate and prolific other sketchers were pushed me on to sketch even more. Seeing the work of artists such as Simone Ridyard, who has depicted Manchester’s brutalist architecture in delicate watercolour, and the stunning complexity of the European cityscapes of Gérard Michel inspired me further, while the boldness and immediacy of James Hobbs’s London sketches helped me to explore a more direct style in my own work.


The aim of this book is to inspire you to sketch in the urban environment. It contains many of the hard-won tips and tricks that I’ve learned over a lifetime of sketching. What I have come to appreciate over the years is that the more you are exposed to the different styles, works and approaches of other artists, the better you become at your own craft. Sketching is a very personal thing, and you will discover that you naturally have your own style.


This book starts out at the beginning of the sketching journey – how to get the right equipment and materials, and how to get yourself sketch-ready – and concludes with ways of adding the finishing touches that complete your artworks. In between, we will explore ways to loosen up on location and learn the basics of perspective, composition and measurement. We also investigate how adding tone and colour can be transformative. Each section is accompanied by an exercise so you can put what you are reading into practice and see your skills develop as you move through the book.


Let’s get sketching!
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There are no hardand-fast rules in this book – just simple advice to help you create better art.


London skyline





Equipment


The beauty of urban sketching is that it doesn’t require a huge investment in materials and equipment to get started. That said, it helps to ensure you have the right equipment to be able to sketch live and spontaneously. Working with the right equipment will help you produce artwork that really stands out. This chapter sets out what equipment you will need to get started.


If, like me, you are seduced by the latest sketchbooks or pens, then embrace this. But sketching doesn’t have to be expensive; you can simply use what is available. Some of my best sketches have been on napkins or scrap paper with a cheap fibre-tip pen. Some of the finest examples of urban sketches I’ve seen have been created with the most basic equipment. The humble ballpoint pen is a subtle and effective sketching implement. Ultimately, it’s about what you feel comfortable with, and once you get into a rhythm with your sketching, you can then experiment with new media.
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The huge choice of artists’ materials available can seem overwhelming, even for the experienced sketcher. My advice is to keep things simple and stick to a small kit of tried-and-tested sketch materials. Over time, you can supplement these with new products to keep things fresh. All you really need to get started is something to draw with and something to draw on.


When sketching in an urban environment, I find sketchbooks more practical than drawing on loose sheets of paper. You can whip a sketchbook out anywhere to grab a few minutes of sketch time. I like the convenience of a book as it keeps all my drawings in one place. On the other hand, some artists prefer to use loose paper sheets attached to a board, which give you more options when it comes to drawing size, and means you can frame your finished pieces easily.


Although all your material needs can be met online, I recommend visiting your local art supplies shop – most large towns and cities have them – to try out the pens before you buy them. I like to support my local art retailers and they often give good advice.


In addition to the basics of some paper and a pen, these are other pieces of equipment that you may find useful as you start sketching:


•   Large drawing board and paper clips – Very useful for large-scale drawings (see Sweeping Scale) and can be portable. Make sure the wood is soft enough to take drawing pins or, with harder wood, use low tack masking tape to hold the paper in place.
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•   Easel – Some artists like using an easel for large-scale sketching, but they are often too cumbersome to be useful to the average urban sketcher.


•   Sharpeners – This is essential when using pencil and charcoal to give crisp lines. Old-school sketchers use a craft knife or scalpel (widely available in art supplies shops), but remember to pack these in your hold luggage if you’re travelling by plane, otherwise they will be confiscated!
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•   Erasers – It is useful to have both a hard eraser for rubbing out pale lines and a kneadable one for blending and shading. Experiment with both: erasers are not just for getting rid of mistakes.


•   Masking tape – Use low tack tape to hold loose paper in place. Masking tape or magic tape will not damage the paper when you remove it carefully.
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•   Fixative spray – This ‘fixes’ charcoal (and very soft pencil) drawings on the paper and stops them from smudging. Spray your finished sketches before you pack them away.


•   Cutting mat – An A3 cutting mat is very useful for cropping finished sketches and for when you want to cut out a sketch and paste it physically onto another.


•   Spray mount – This is a light glue spray in aerosol form that will help you overlay multiple sketches to create interesting collages. Remember to use it in a well-ventilated space.


•   Scanner – Most desktop printers have a scanning function that is useful for scanning your work to edit or share digitally. If you don’t have such a printer, I suggest purchasing a small stand-alone scanner; good-quality scanners are relatively inexpensive if bought online.
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Sketchbook


A sketchbook for urban drawing has to be robust enough to cope with being thrown into a bag, jammed in a case, dropped on the ground and having liquid spilled over it. The binding needs to be strong and should allow the book to lie flat to enable sketches to stray across both sides of the spread.


It’s important to think about what size of sketchbook will work best for your purpose. I find a smaller A5 sketchbook is the ideal size for sketching on the go. It’s agile, practical and unobtrusive, and the double-page spread is large enough to capture the bigger scenes, while also being perfect for more intimate sketches.


Many brands of sketchbook are available and my favourite is the Moleskine sketchbook range. There are cheaper alternatives, but some poorer-quality books shed pages too easily or are bound too tightly to lie flat. My advice would be to buy two or three different books and try out each one using different media – ink, marker, pencil, charcoal – to see which you prefer.


Landscape or portrait?


Although a portrait A5 sketchbook is my go-to size and format, other styles can spark inspiration just by virtue of their different size or shape. It’s a good idea to have a few alternative book types in your bag, in case a different style of book is better suited to the scene you’re sketching.


Wide landscape sketchbooks are great for cityscapes and sweeping vistas, square books provide an Instagram-friendly canvas and portrait-format sketchbooks can be great for fitting in taller buildings.
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Paper


Smooth paper that takes a line easily is ideal for both pen and pencil. The paper should be fine grain, which does not allow ink to soak in too much, keeping the integrity of the linework intact. As a general rule, the smoother the paper, the faster the line. If you intend to add watercolour to your sketches, you will need specialist watercolour paper that is designed to absorb watercolour paint. Most pads will accommodate most media, but as a general rule, the thicker the paper, the more likely it is to take all manner of paint and ink.


Coloured paper is an interesting option that can add a different dimension to your sketches. The smooth, tinted paper and pale background colours are perfect for urban sketching as you can add white highlights to give an instant depth to your linework. Textured paper can also add another dimension to pencil and charcoal sketches.


Sketchbook ‘rules’


It’s good to establish some sketchbook ‘rules’ before you get started because, rather paradoxically, these can help you get to know what works best for you. Some artists use their book as a pristine collection of artworks and others use it to jot and sketch everything they see. I’m in the latter camp and I prefer to see my sketchbook as a visual journal. It can be liberating to give yourself permission to make mistakes and move on to the next page. It’s also satisfying to look back on the abandoned sketches among the more successful drawings – it’s all part of your sketching journey.


The main rule for the urban sketcher, however, is simply to carry your book and pens with you at all times. I can never stress this enough as it’s the only way to ensure you draw constantly, which will continuously improve your work. You never know when you might see something that is crying out to be sketched, or find yourself with a spare 15 minutes while you grab a cup of coffee. Get your book out of your bag and get sketching!
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Materials


A pen is my preferred medium for urban sketching. It can take time to build up the confidence to draw in ink, but there is a freedom and immediacy to it that is quite exhilarating and addictive. However, experiment with other mediums as well to find your own preference. Here are a few examples to get you started.


Fineliner


This is a pen with a fibre tip enclosed in metal or plastic. It comes in various line weights, from super-thin to chunky. The fineliner is the ultimate line-drawing pen, delivering fluid and precise lines. I suggest starting with a 0.3mm nib as it’s a good all-rounder for line drawing. It is worth noting that some fineliners are not waterproof, so the ink will run if you add watercolour or colour with marker pens afterwards. Also, if you are sketching in wet weather, I advise using a waterproof pen to avoid splodges.


Ballpoint pen


Ballpoint is a surprisingly forgiving pen for sketching, with almost pencil-like qualities such as the ability to adjust line strength and stroke. On the whole, with ballpoints, the finer the nib, the better. It’s always worth keeping a ballpoint in your bag for fast sketches of people.


Fountain pen


The old-fashioned fountain pen has seen a renaissance with sketchers in recent times (albeit in a modern, easy-to-use guise) and the lovely lines it delivers make it a favourite for many urban sketchers. The advantage of sketching with a fountain pen is the range of lines and thicknesses that you can achieve by adjusting how much pressure you put on the nib. Waterproof ink can also be used with a fountain pen, so adding watercolour will not cause the ink to run.


Brush pen


The brush pen can be a hard pen to master but it delivers bold and fluid results. It is particularly suited for scenes with people – capturing movement and vibrancy in economic strokes. These pens come in a wide range of colours and are definitely worth experimenting with.


Charcoal


To this day, I can’t use charcoal without it taking me back to the arduous life drawing sessions at art school. But charcoal can be great to sketch with, giving fast, bold and immediate lines, and you can easily correct any mistakes with a kneadable eraser and some white chalk. The urban landscape is quite challenging for this medium and I would only really recommend using it when there is a lot of organic content in your scene; trees, rivers and people, for example. Geometric shapes are quite difficult to capture accurately in charcoal, but it can be really effective when drawing a more expressive or abstract sketch. If you do use charcoal, don’t forget your fixative spray to ensure your finished piece doesn’t smudge.


Pencil


Pencil is a wonderful medium to capture cityscapes with. Most of us are familiar with drawing with pencil from our school days, so it’s an unintimidating media to work with. It is also extremely flexible and very forgiving for the beginner sketcher lacking in confidence. I always have some pencils in my bag in case the subject matter lends itself more to that medium. To save time when out and about, I use mechanical pencils that don’t need sharpening. Softer pencils (HB–9B) deliver heavy shadows and more line weight, while harder pencils (H–9H) are great for adding detail.


Coloured pencils are amazing to sketch with on their own and white pencils are great for adding highlights to sketches on dark paper.


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


Marker pen


Marker pen is my favourite method of adding colour to my sketches – probably due to the fact that when I was a graphic designer, using computers wasn’t yet the norm so I predominantly used marker pens in my work. Marker pens are an easy way to add tone and colour to your sketches, and you’ll see lots of examples in this book of how to achieve this. They are also good for laying flat and graduated tones, while brush markers are good for softer ‘watercolour’ effects. It’s worth experimenting with a small set of greys or basic colours to add a splash of colour or tonal depth to your line sketches.
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