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The Cow with the Zebra Ear, original size 35×35cm, watercolour on paper.
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INTRODUCTION


The joy of capturing animals in artwork (and why you should draw from life)


Since the time when early Homo sapiens drew bison and wild horses on the walls of their caves, we seem compelled to capture the amazing variety of animal life and integrate their images into both our functional and decorative objects. What is so striking is that the animals in even these earliest depictions, though many thousands of years old, have a life and essence that leaps off the rocks and down the centuries at us.


Many artists still feel the same compulsion to draw animals today, and the challenge remains how to breathe life into our paintings and make the animals jump off the paper. For me, the question is how to capture the essence of the beast. Painting every hair or feather might capture a likeness, but a few well-chosen lines or brushstrokes of paint will capture the character and soul of the animal. It is the latter approach that we will explore here.







Catch Me While You Can. Crop of dodo painting in ink, watercolour and metal leaf on panel. Original size 46×55cm.





We are living through what scientists call the sixth mass extinction in Earth’s history. Human overconsumption is causing a crisis not just in the climate but for wildlife. Common and rare species are being lost, and we are to blame. Even the most humble farmyard sheep or domestic cat is a creature of incredible beauty and complexity. By discovering and capturing that beauty, and sharing it with others, I hope to prompt a more caring attitude to the animals with whom we share this planet and, in turn, the environment we all rely on.


It is inevitable that when you start drawing or painting animals you rely on photography; however, there comes a time when you will want to inject more life and movement into your work and you therefore need to study animals from life. The purpose of this book is to help you with the leap from simply capturing a likeness to really looking at and seeing the animal as it is.


The feasibility of a safari or venturing into the rainforest is low for most of us, but we may have pets, see wildlife in our parks or live within a relatively short distance of a zoo. While it can be daunting to work outside and in public, the benefits are immense. This book aims to be a really practical guide on where to go, what to take and how to overcome nerves. Rather than to be a glossy reference book, it has been written (I hope) in a way that you will feel you are painting or drawing along with me. I want to see its pages thumbed and splashed with paint.







Tabby, 35×45cm, watercolour on paper. A domestic moggy is as amazing as a wild tiger when you start really looking.





These sketches aren’t an end in themselves, and you might think that they are pretty rough, to be honest. Once you have studied and sketched your animal, you will want to develop your sketches into a more finished painting back in the studio, so the second half of this book gives prompts and ideas to help you do so.


I chose to use water-based media. You might think of watercolour paintings as delicate and ethereal – they can be, but they can also be vivid and passionate. You might think of them as subtle and hidden away behind glass – they can live exposed in the spotlight on canvas or panel. You might question their versatility, but watercolours can mix with other media and hold their own. I don’t think of watercolour and ink as poor cousins of oil paint or a pale imitation of acrylics. Watercolour is a powerful medium in its own right. I hope to convert you to my way of thinking.


Drawing and painting are skills to be learnt and practised. Just as you would not expect to be able to run a marathon without a preceding training regime, please do not be disheartened if your first sketches or paintings do not turn out as you wish. You need to train your eye and exercise your hand. Practice really will make perfect, and do keep your early pieces, to see how far you have travelled.


So, I would like this book to help you to see the extraordinary in the animals you encounter and also to explore the versatility of watercolour in capturing your observations of, and emotional responses to, animals.


Above all, if this book encourages you to pick up a pencil, pen or brush and try to capture the fauna around us, I shall feel it has achieved its goal.







On a Mission, 45x35cm, watercolour on paper.










We Are Family, 45x33cm, watercolour on paper. Painted after a visit to Birdland in Bourton-on-the-water to capture that lovely swoop of their bill and their blue legs.







CHAPTER ONE


DRAWING TECHNIQUES


Draw what you see, not what you know


Deciding to learn to draw and paint can be daunting. We procrastinate and sabotage our efforts by waiting until we have the perfect pencil and a pristine sketchbook or have collected the long list of recommended supplies. The good news is that all you really need is something to make a mark and a surface to put that mark on. You can start to train your eye to truly see by using a ballpoint pen and a piece of photocopier paper. So let’s jump straight into techniques and worry about materials later.


There are two main challenges when you start to draw. The first is training our hands and eyes to work together in a coordinated way. This is usually a simple issue of practice; do it enough and you will get better. The second challenge may be trickier, as it involves unlearning our experience so that we see reality and not what we expect to see. We need to learn to ‘forget’ what we are drawing and instead focus on the truth of the subject.


But first, to try to stop you turning ahead to the painting chapters, let’s consider why we should bother honing our drawing skills.







In a Twist, 35×55cm, pen and watercolour on paper.





Why draw from life?





You may be thinking that it would be so much easier to draw from a photograph than having to worry about your subject stretching and moving or your having to pack up your supplies and head off into a field or to the zoo.


Drawing forces you to study your subject more closely, allowing you to absorb its shape, form, character and movement unconsciously as you work.


The freshness and honesty obtained by drawing from a living creature is hard to imitate. If your subject may run off without a moment’s notice, you know you have to work quickly. What’s more, you soon work out what is crucial about that animal. Is every stripe of the cat important as it pounces on the mouse? No, of course not. However, the curve of the cat’s spine and the coiled energy in its back legs are. Working from life will make you take immediate decisions about what to put in and to leave out.


Drawing from a living subject can breathe life back into your work. So, even if you are an experienced artist, knowing that your subject may not stay around will help you to react faster and to improve your visual memory. Drawing anything in situ uses more than just sight; it uses all of your senses. Such sketching is incredibly rewarding. When you look at your sketchbook later, you will remember more about the whole experience, and an incomplete sketch will be richer than even the best photo.


Beyond everything, such drawing should be fun. You may get frustrated, but, even if your drawings are incomplete and far from perfect, the very fact that you have observed the animal featured in a sketch will have taught you a huge amount. That connection and knowledge will shine through subsequent work completed back in the studio.







Your subject might not be around for long, so get the most important information down while you can.






Life is short, but art is long


It takes time! The phrase ‘Life is short, but art is long’, rather than meaning that art goes on forever, means ‘There is so much art to learn and so little time to learn it in’.


There is a Chinese story about an emperor who told an artist to paint a cockerel for him. After a year, the emperor was fed up of waiting and demanded to know where his picture was. The artist brought out paint and paper and painted the most wonderful picture in five minutes flat. The emperor was furious at being kept waiting for something that took such a short time, until the (presumably terrified) artist showed the emperor around their studio, full of paper covered in drawings. It had taken a year to learn how to paint a perfect five-minute cockerel.


Therefore, remember that you will need to put in the time and effort to gain skills and confidence. Keep your early drawings or paintings and, when discouraged, look back and see how far you have come.




TIPS


•Look at your subject far more than you look at your paper.


•Try to draw as if you are seeing the animal for the first time.


•Observe for 90 per cent of the time; draw for the rest of it.


•Identify overall shapes and lines. Try to think of the subject not as a living thing but as a combination of three-dimensional shapes.


•Start with big shapes then work down to detail.


•Start with faint lines then add weight and detail.


•Be brave – it’s only a piece of paper!


•Draw quickly, and use your energy to capture the animal’s energy.


•Fill your page.


•If practical, draw big. It’s hard to be expressive on a postage stamp.


•Use photos for reference only for detail and texture.





Different drawing approaches


Described here are three different approaches to freeing up your drawing technique. You may find one to be more suitable for drawing certain animals or for your own personal style, but do try them all several times before rejecting or accepting each one.



Continuous-line drawing


What and why?


The basic idea is that you do not take your drawing implement off of the paper’s surface while you draw. It trains your eye to move smoothly around the subject. It is also perfect for quickly becoming familiar with the quirks of the animal that you are studying.


How?


Select a drawing medium that gives a constant line. Now, let your eye move flowingly around the subject – both its outline and its internal features – and look for contours. All the while, let the hand holding your drawing medium follow your eye. If you jump to a different part of the animal, do the same with your hand, keeping your pen, pencil or other drawing instrument on the paper all the time. You may repeat lines and end up with lines running across empty space – both are fine.


Should you find that your drawings are still tentative and tight, try continuous-line drawing with your non-dominant hand. What you lose in finesse you should gain in expression.


You can further train your hand–eye coordination by doing blind continuous-line drawing – in other words, you don’t look at your paper as you draw. You may end up with some very strange and Picasso-esque results, but they may also be charming.


Benefits


This is a fantastic way to start a drawing session, as it forces you not to take yourself too seriously, it also familiarizes you with the subject and ensures that your brain doesn’t let you skip over large portions.







This cat sketch must be twenty-five years old, yet I remember where I was when I did it. Drawing from life engages all of your senses and your memory, regardless of the quality of the sketch.










Using continuous line lets you spend more time looking at a moving subject. This toucan did not want to be drawn.






Gesture drawing


What and why?


The aim is to draw what you see, as you see it, in a variety of expressive marks. Gesture drawing allows you to rapidly record what you see and with purpose. This tends to work better on larger pieces of paper. Aim to hold your drawing implement at the end of its shaft to encourage free and expressive mark-making.


How?


It is important to look at your subject at least as much as you look at the paper. Imagine that you are describing the object with your hands while you talk to someone who doesn’t speak the same language as you. Those hand gestures are very much like the ones you make when gesture drawing. It is simply a quick sketch in which your hand follows your eye.


By attempting to capture the spirit of the animal through a series of flowing contour lines and rapidly sketched shadows, the result is an essence drawing. Gesture drawing is a loose form of sketching that attempts to capture your subject’s basic form and to express its movement.


Benefits


The making of the marks is quick and deliberate. You look at the subject and try to sum it up with a few marks, as you might describe it in a few words. Because you don’t have much time, each mark should say something significant about the subject.


Drawing by identifying shapes


Why and what?


This method relies on identifying the basic shapes that the animal is made up of. Look for keyshapes that either contain the animal (external shapes) or are contained within it (internal shapes). By drawing these shapes and then developing smaller shapes within them, you create the subject.


How?


At its simplest, you can identify flat, two-dimensional shapes: perhaps the head is a circle, the muzzle is a square and a haunch is an oval. Put these shapes together in appropriate sizes and positions and then join them together and develop more flowing lines to capture the animal’s form.


Alternatively, you might look for the shape that an animal fits within. An elephant seen head on fits within a coffin shape – flat across the top of its head, coming out to two points at the widest part of its ears and tapering down on both sides to the feet on the ground. In three dimensions, you may be able to see that the animal fits into a cube or a cylinder.


If you become a fan of this method, I highly recommend that you study The Field Guide to Drawing & Sketching Animals by Tim Pond.


This method can be overused as a shortcut to drawing, almost to be learnt by rote; for example, a duck might be drawn as an oval with a smaller one perched at the front for its head. Care needs to be taken that you observe the animal rather than making the assumption that it fits with the shorthand you have learnt.


Benefits


This method is particularly useful when drawing a foreshortened subject. If you identify that the animal is basically a cuboid with a leg at each corner then drawing it in perspective becomes easier.


Putting the techniques together


Realistically, as you develop your drawing skills, you will probably use a little of each of these methods in one sketch. You might identify a few shapes and roughly sketch them in using a more gestural approach and then check your work by using angles and lines, before finessing the contours, while observing the animal rather than looking at your paper.


However, by practising each method in its pure form, you will be able to find the strength and weakness of each approach and start to work out which feels natural to you or what type of mark-making suits each animal.


Making notes


It is useful to jot down incidental observations while you sketch. All things that you note are useful, regardless of how good or bad your sketches are. Some artists take this further, with their sketchbooks becoming in effect a visual diary. See Chapter 2 for more information about journaling, if this is a direction that you wish to go in.







The effort of studying an animal pays off when you come to paint it.





Don’t be afraid to make notes to prompt your memory. A note might be of an impression or an overheard snippet of conversation, perhaps about the animal or its environment, or be a colour prompt.


Any questions that occur to you as you sketch are worth noting down. You can research the things in question at your leisure, and the answers may lead you in an interesting direction.


If you add measurements and quantities to your notes, you are starting to collect data as well as visual information. Combining drawing, text and data may take you down a more scientific path, but science does not have to be at odds with art.







A restless, hairy subject called out for gesture drawing.










Cows can be described as cuboid, because they fit into a three-dimensional rectangle.






Order of working


•Start with the spine – look for the line that runs from the tip of the nose or beak to the tip of the tail.


•It is sometimes more accurate to judge the distance from the animal’s belly to the ground rather than to judge the length of the animal’s legs.


•Rather than drawing the shape and angles of the legs, draw the spaces between them; this will accurately give you the shape, separation and angles of the limbs.


Other considerations


Measuring


When drawing a still life or portrait, using a careful measuring-and-comparison technique is the norm. With a living breathing subject, using such a considered approach is a luxury; however, perhaps if the subject is snoozing, you may wish to do so.


Identify a unit present within the subject that you are drawing – it could be the width of the head. Holding your pencil straight in front of you, with your arm out straight and one eye closed, mark the length of this unit, as measured from the tip of your pencil, by placing your thumb on the pencil’s shaft. Now, with your arm still locked, compare the marked length on the pencil to other parts of the subject. On your paper, use the same proportions to accurately represent the objects you are seeing. Keeping your arm locked means that the pencil is always at the same distance from your eye and will make your measuring more accurate. You do not need to draw at life-size – it is the proportions that are key. If the cat’s body is five times the width of its head, on your page, it does not matter whether you draw the head as 2cm or 5cm, as long as the body is either 10cm or 25cm, respectively.



Timed drawing


For this approach, using whichever drawing technique you like, you will need plenty of paper and a timer. For the first attempts, you have only 30 seconds to complete the drawings of your subject. Repeat. Increase the drawing time to one minute, but keep the drawing approach as when you had half of the time. Be bold and forget about making mistakes. Repeat. Now, increase the drawing time again. You will notice your lines becoming more confident in appearance. Look at what you are drawing as much as the drawing itself, and do not stop moving your hand when you look up at the subject.


Negative space


Negative space is the area around the main subject of the image: the shapes and spaces that define the subject and various elements within your drawing. Choose an object or scene with interesting shapes within it – for example, I think that leaves on a plant or tree are interesting. Identify what appears to be the main area of negative space around the object and then try to draw this; forget about the subject of the image – concentrate purely on the shapes and angles that make up this image.
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