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INTRODUCTION



H ands and feet are some of the most difficult parts of the human body to draw and yet they add a unique character to any figurative drawing.


Many art students, and even experienced artists, find the prospect of drawing hands and feet alone, or in a relation to a human figure, quite daunting. As a result, you will often find that these bodily extremities are only suggested or left out from many figurative drawings, thereby diminishing the impact of the sketch.
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Hands of a driver. Graphite pencil on cartridge paper, 60 × 80cm.









HANDS AND FEET SPEAK


Hands and feet are amongst the most expressive parts of our body. We have an especially deep connection to them, perhaps because unlike our own figure, which can only be observed in its entirety in photographs or in mirrors, our hands and feet are in view at all times. We use our hands to communicate numerous feelings, from love and appreciation, to stress and despair. Hand gestures are a universal silent language that is recognised across the world.




The appearance of our hands can, and often does, indicate our gender, age and even our occupation. Their size and shape are the product of repetitive movements in our daily lives.


Footprints in the sand may suggest not only human presence, but also the person’s size and age. They can indicate the direction in which that person was travelling, their sex and even their height and weight. The distance between the imprints may show whether their author was running at speed or walking at leisure.


Hands and feet are fundamental parts of our body. They are the means by which we may appreciate the sense of touch. We connect with others by holding hands. We embrace with our hands in times of both love and comfort. In short, our hands and feet ‘speak’. We have an intimate and unique relationship with them, and this should be represented by those who draw us.


The complexity of our hands and feet can make these bodily extremities challenging to draw, but with practice and attentive observation we can learn to portray them effectively and with pleasure. Drawing hands and feet can be fun.


The capacity for our hands to communicate our presence was recognised at a very early stage of human evolution, as shown by the Gargas cave paintings in the Pyrenees in France, which are believed to date back to 25,000 bce. Many publications dedicated to the History of Art will start with photographs of these amazingly mysterious and evocative images, which symbolise not just a depiction of human hands, but most importantly a depiction of human presence. Indeed, in one sense they show human absence, as negative images or stencils. To this day, scholars can only speculate as to why these images were created and whether at the point of their creation they held the same symbolic or aesthetic value for which they are recognised and appreciated today.


Each artistic era and historic movement, and maybe even each known great artist, carries their own characteristic depiction of the human figure and especially of their hands and feet. Notice the differences in style between the Gothic and Renaissance portrayal of hands and feet, for example. Then compare these to the Cubists’ ‘hands’ and ‘feet’, and just think how many more different styles and techniques are adopted in contemporary art.


This book aims to explain how to depict these fascinating parts of the human body with ease, accuracy, personal expression and individual artistic flair. We will explore some drawing materials, address the fundamental anatomy and external structure of the hands and feet, and learn how to simplify the form of these body parts, adopting drawing strategies that will increase your confidence and allow you to develop and express your personal artistic style. This book contains eight stand-alone chapters, allowing the reader to dip in and out of it for quick and clear reference, but it can equally be read from cover to cover. It is intended to provide a complete, structured and methodical guide to the practice of drawing hands and feet, and to facilitate a pathway to successful drawing.


This book will reassure you that drawing hands and feet successfully is a most satisfying experience, and is in fact quite easy to master.




CHAPTER 1


GETTING STARTED






While drawing I discover what I really want to say.


Dario Fo, theatre director and artist








Everyone can draw and we naturally do so from an early age.


Just as we express ourselves through words and body language, we communicate the same through drawing. Whether it is an elaborate, finely refined sketch, or a child-like doodle, what we put down on paper reflects both the world around us and our personal world within. Through drawing we communicate what we see and who we are.
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Male hands clenched together and rested on the table (work in progress). Graphite and water-soluble graphite sticks soft pastels and acrylic inks on cartridge paper, 56 × 76cm.








Drawing is a language that should not be exclusive to artists – as with any skill, it can be developed. With clear instructions and persistence, it can be learned and mastered. Just like reading, or writing, it may be acquired through study and with practice, continuously advanced. Put simply, the more you draw, the better you get at it.





PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT


There is a famous anecdote concerning an incident in an auction house where one of Picasso’s iconic linear drawings sold for a large amount of money. A bemused participant confronted the formidable artist with the question, ‘So how long did this take you to make?’ The reply: ‘Fifty years.’








THE ART OF LOOKING AND SEEING


To draw anything accurately, first and foremost we need to be able to see it. What does it mean to really look? To produce a sensitive, correctly observed drawing, big or small, requires complete concentration and absolute visual engagement. It is almost irrelevant whether we are embarking on a quick and light two-minute sketch or an elaborately detailed depiction. The principle is the same: in order to produce any observational drawing with adequate representational accuracy it is crucial to have a complete visual comprehension of the subject you are about to depict.




It has been said that artists see things differently from most people. If this is true, it must mean that looking and seeing is a technique and, just like any subject, may be taught and learned. The fact is that with an appropriately trained eye we see things more profoundly. We can learn and choose to focus on certain elements in the visual world and perceive them in more depth and with fresh attitude. Looking at the subject and analytically seeing what is in front of us, is fundamental to any kind of mimetic drawing.


All that said, representative drawing is a curious pursuit. To draw a figure accurately, one needs to be alert and constantly ask questions. It is an exercise which simultaneously engages our eyes, our thoughts and our hand. What is more, despite what you might believe, little talent is needed. We must just understand how to look and what to see. The drawing part comes naturally.


Unfortunately, in recent decades representative drawing has fallen ‘out of fashion’. The emphasis in many art schools has been on concept rather than depiction and representation. This means that not many art teachers of today can actually draw, so they can not sufficiently demonstrate the act of drawing to their students. Yet, drawing is not something mysterious. As you will learn throughout this book, there are several simple methods and strategies to facilitate an accurate sketch. When you adopt these and put them in to practice, you will soon realise that depicting anything accurately could become as effortless and as fun as riding a bike.



WHEN WE SEE THINGS DIFFERENTLY


With adopting a new way of looking, we will simultaneously gain a new way of thinking. When teaching a class, I always urge my students to take a step back, pause for a few moments and consciously immerse themselves in the simple act of looking and seeing. It might sound so obvious, but you might be surprised how many of us, in our present, ever-hurried busy world so easily forget to really look and really see. It is almost as if we have lost or thrown away the ability to look with curiosity and wonder – such natural attributes we all possessed in our childhood years.




With all its social media and video games, one might assume that today’s world is largely visual; in truth, however, most of us are predominantly thinking in words. It is our constant need for verbal expression that prevents us from seeing in the way that is needed in order to draw with observational precision. To draw anything accurately, one needs to understand how to really look. Methods and exercises described in this book will help you to reach the new, natural state of seeing with the fresh and curious eyes of an artist and/or a child.



THE DRAWING ENVIRONMENT


Environment is important: we are undoubtedly influenced by our surroundings. The settings in which we study, work, or live affect our mood, our health and our ability to concentrate. Simply put, the places we occupy affect our mind. It is important therefore that the space we choose to draw in is comfortable, reasonably clean and organised. A scattered, disorderly environment will be reflected in your drawing.




If you are drawing your own hands and feet you will probably be seated, and you will need to keep part of your body absolutely still for some time. Therefore, try to make sure that your chair is comfortable and at a correct height in relation to your desk, drawing board or table. It is important to keep your spine straight and avoid arching your back. Whilst sounding obvious and irrelevant, this detail is very often overlooked; when we are ‘in the zone’ and concentrating on our work we may often not notice a slight discomfort, which if ignored, might later resolve in chronic aches and even pain. So please be always mindful of your posture when you draw.


Just like the external environment, your mind and your internal state of being will also influence the quality of your drawing. The thoughts and feelings lingering in your mind will consequently reflect in the quality of the lines you draw. In drawing, the acts of thinking, seeing and feeling are curiously intertwined. So, when working on a sketch, try to keep your mind clear and focused.


Drawing in a studio is different from drawing in a domestic environment. Professional ateliers are usually equipped with a selection of props and furniture, including a variety of chairs, high stools, collapsible tables, easels, drawing boards, platforms, beds, mattresses, armchairs and everything else that the students and the model might need. When drawing in the studio with a model I would always recommend using an easel and standing up while you draw. This will allow you to step back and appreciate the overview in a much better way than if you were seated. When you can systematically step back, then you can see the model and your drawing in progress simultaneously. You will therefore have a better opportunity to notice any discrepancies in your sketch.


The process of stepping back and looking at the subject and your work as one, will also allow you to observe the pose with fresh eyes. Especially when we are engaged in a longer pose, we need to rest our eyes and frequently refresh our perspective.


If you have not worked with an easel before, be mindful of its positioning. The middle of your drawing board should be approximately set at your eye level and be angled as straight as possible without losing its stability.


Always place your easel such that you are able to see the board and the model at once. Never put yourself in a position where you are looking over the hand you are drawing with, or with the board completely obliterating your view. The best way to stand is in parallel to your easel at a slight angle in relation to your model. For example, if you are right-handed, your right hand is furthest from the model and your easel is at about a 45-degree angle (so, starting the sequence from the furthest point: right hand, easel, model). This way you will have the complete view of the model and your paper at the best proximity.


A situation to avoid is looking over your right shoulder (if you are right-handed), or peeking at the scene from behind the board. Not only would it be uncomfortable; this scenario prolongs the time between the process of looking and drawing. In other words, the sooner what you see reaches your drawing board, the better and more accurate the result you will get. By lengthening the time, even if it is just for a fraction of a second, the information you have gathered through looking is getting lost and our prejudices of thinking what we should be seeing start to kick in. Always draw what you see, not what you assume you are seeing.



BACKGROUND SOUND


Some people prefer to work alone and in complete silence. It helps them to entirely immerse themselves in the process of drawing. It is of course a matter of personal preference; the fact is however that for most of us, there will always be some background noise. I would suggest listening to music when you draw – it might help you to focus. Try to be experimental and notice the difference in your drawings while playing different music. For instance, compare a drawing you have made while playing jazz to a sketch you have made while listening to a melancholy tune by Chopin, for example. You will soon realise that what we hear puts us in a certain mood. Fast, upbeat music will put you in a good mood for quick sketches, whereas calmer tones will encourage our minds to contemplate the pose in more detail. For some, classical, or any instrumental music is best; others might favour songs with lyrics as hearing the verbal element in the background might help their mind with the process of dissociation. (The act of dissociation is explored in depth in Chapter 3.) The choice is personal, and you will soon discover what feels and works best for you.





LIGHTING


Professional studios are usually built with skylights and windows facing north. This is because the northern light is most consistent. Even on a cloudy day, it is calm and pure. Structures with windows facing north also avoid extreme changes in temperature so the environment remains comfortable at all times. When you are drawing at home, try to be mindful of the direction of your light source. Position yourself and your table such that shadows aren’t cast over your page. We will expand fully on appropriate lighting in Chapter 3.





MATERIALS, TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES


The supply and choice of drawing materials is vast, and constantly evolving and expanding, so it may be confusing to decide where to start and what to use. To draw a human figure, or parts of it, in our case hands and feet, you may decide to pick the simplest and the most readily available tools. Particularly when drawing from life and especially when drawing your own hands and feet, the simplest and the most familiar materials are most appropriate. These are: graphite, pencil, pastel, charcoal, ink pens, water-soluble pencils and graphite, colour pencils, felt-tip pens and so on.




As demonstrated, they all manifest different mark-­making due to their different characteristics. The results are also affected by the surface and quality of the paper used. We shall explore these variations in depth throughout the book.



Pencil, graphite and graphite sticks


Pencil is a familiar and the most commonly used drawing tool, historically made out of wood and what was mistakenly believed to be ‘lead’. In fact, what we find in the middle of pencils is, and always has been, graphite. Evidence suggests that graphite has been used in drawing from as early as 4 BCE. As a mineral, it has been used as one of the materials for creating paint. It is believed that the Aztec civilisation used it for mark-making several hundred years before it became widely known. The reason an English-speaking part of the world refers to the middle of a pencil as the ‘lead’ is because during the 1500s, large deposits of graphite were discovered in Cumbria (northern England). At the time of its discovery, the native population utilised it for ordinary purposes, such as marking their livestock. Its industrial use began during the Elizabethan era, when Elizabeth I ordered its mining for the production of military equipment, such as cannon balls. At that time graphite had not been named, nor officially discovered. The Elizabethans assumed that they were working with lead and the name stuck. Due to its properties and clear suitability for writing and drawing, in 1789 what we today recognise as graphite got its name. It comes from the Ancient Greek word graphein meaning to write or draw. However, it is documented that from an early time people who used graphite for marking would wrap it in various materials, such as sheep’s wool, to protect their hands from getting dirty and the graphite stick from getting damaged. The invention of the pencil as we know it today is attributed to a French scientist and army officer named Nicolas-Jacques Conté.
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Artists’ pencils with examples of the pencil markings from grades H2 to 8B, which are ideal for drawing. H = hard; B = bold; F = firm or fine.
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Graphite sticks, powder graphite and graphite sticks in water-soluble form.








While Conté obtained a patent for his invention of the pencil in the eighteenth century, it is known that graphite stick was first sandwiched between wood in the 1560s by Simonio and Lyndiana Bernacotti, in Italy. Conté however used a mixture of graphite powder and clay instead of pure graphite in its natural form. This was partly due to the fact that there was a shortage of the mineral in France. Modern pencils continue to be made in a similar fashion today: manufacturers use a mixture of graphite and clay in their powder form, which is mixed with water, shaped and then dried in a kiln. When dried, the product is dipped in wax or oil to facilitate a better, more fluid writing motion, then encased in wood.


Pencils are extremely versatile. They can be used widely and creatively across any type of drawing, from a quick, reference sketch to an elaborate depiction. While drawing with pencils we can allow ourselves to be playful and confidently explore our subject, as this material is easily erased. In another words, pencil allows plenty of room for mistakes.


There are several grades of pencils ranging from 9H (hardest) to 9B (softest). The numbering is also attributed to Nicolas-Jacques Conté. The harder the pencil, the finer and fainter are the lines we draw. Each grade has its purpose: the hard pencils are good for referencing and preparatory drawings. Pencils with softer graphite on the other hand give much greater tonal range and are perfectly suited for more elaborate sketches. Generally, graphite makes a smooth grey mark with a slightly shiny tint.





POINTS TO REMEMBER


• Keep your pencils in good condition and secure. Prevent them from falling on the floor, as the graphite in the middle of them will snap.




• Always have your tips sharpened to a fine point. This will give you an opportunity to draw fine lines and details.


• Pencil sharpeners are often good; however, they rarely achieve long, sharp tips, which can be angled flat and used to create a wider range of mark-making.


• Push button/automatic pencils are excellent when drawing your own hands and feet, as their tip is always sharp and is easily extended with one hand.
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Male hands clenched together and rested on the table (work in progress). Pencil on cartridge paper, 56 × 76cm.








Leads in ordinary pencils are usually around 1mm in thickness. Woodless graphite leads are also available. Their diameter ranges from 0.3mm, 0.5mm, 0.7mm and even thicker, up to as wide as 5mm, graded also as H9 (very hard) to B6 (very soft). These are inserted into pencil-like push button holders. Just as with any other tool, always look after your pencils.


Keeping your tools in good condition is essential for producing good quality drawing. Blunt instruments rarely achieve an accurate sketch. Keep the tips long and to the point. You may consider using a sharp craft knife to create a long tip and sandpaper or emery board to create an even sharper point.


Graphite can also come in a powder form. This medium is wonderful for shading. Powder is easy and fun to push and move around your paper. For this you may use brush, natural sponge, cloth, rolled paper or – if you would like to be completely hands on – even your fingers. Soft graded graphite in powder form can be a little messy but comes off your hands easily with a good soap.



Graphite sticks


Unlike pencils, graphite sticks are not encased in wood. They are made of solid graphite, available in various grades, shapes and sizes. Ranging from slim to broad, their size and shape make them handy for making bolder marks and creating large drawings as they can cover sizeable areas relatively fast. Some types are designed to fit into propelling, pencil-like holders, which will help to avoid getting your hands dirty and protect the sticks from snapping. Water-soluble pencils and graphite sticks are also available. These would give an impression of a watercolour painting and may be used in conjunction with water and soft watercolour brushes.
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Male hands clenched together and rested on the table. Left: work in progress. Right: final drawing. Pencil and water-soluble graphite sticks on cartridge paper, 56 × 76cm.
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Male hands clenched together and rested on the table (final drawing). Graphite and water-soluble graphite on cartridge paper, 56 × 76cm.









Pen and ink


Ink is a fluid and playful medium, great for achieving painterly marks in various styles. Lines made by pen and ink are bold and distinctive. Unlike charcoal or pencil, where one may regulate the intensity of marks by asserting pressure, with ink, the lines you make are uncompromising and clearly defined. Ink in conjunction with pens is a typically linear medium, regulated by the shape and thickness of your drawing tools. When used with soft painting brushes, it produces more fluid and painterly marks, more associated with painting than drawing. To soften the lines made by inks while drawing, you can moderate the strength by thinning the ink with water in order to achieve softer and lighter strokes. Using a pot of ink and a dip pen will produce more expressive results, as the lines will appear slightly irregular in comparison with biro, ballpoint or felt-tip pens. When using liquid ink, you may consider experimenting with different tools, such as straw, cane, bamboo, a piece of wood, feather or an emery board. Each will leave a different mark suitable for a different style or pose. When using ink and ink pens the tonal intensity would be typically achieved by cross-hatching, regulating the density of linear marks. This technique is very popular with many artists who work with etching and traditional dry point print. It is very important to consider the quality of paper, when working with a liquid medium such as ink.




If the paper or card are too thin or too soft, the sharp points of your drawing tools may fray the surface, which would lead to the ink being absorbed irregularly. Therefore, it is advisable to use smooth paper or card, which would provide an even and hard surface to draw on.
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