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Mushroom mosaics. Close ups in watercolour, clockwise: fly agaric cap, stipe textures on the bitter beech bolete, a view looking into the gills of the meadow waxcap and the pores of the bitter beech bolete.
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Fly Agaric and Fern painted in 2006. This is poignant as it is one of my first fungi paintings. Amanita muscaria is a beautiful and very well-known mushroom that is also a common find, adding colour to an autumn woodland – a must for the artist.







PREFACE: WHY PAINT FUNGI?


‘Nature alone is antique, and the oldest art a mushroom.’


THOMAS CARLYLE


Fungi are fascinating and I’ve been hooked on drawing them for many years. In fact, they were one of the first natural history subjects that I began illustrating. I had enrolled on a botanical illustration course with Moya Davern, an RHS award-winning Welsh artist, and it being autumn, the subject matter was fungi. It’s safe to say that I’ve been obsessed from that moment.


Fungi come in so many different shapes, sizes, and colours with an array of amazing textures to depict, some are strangely beautiful. But capturing their myriad forms by painting them is not the whole story. First there’s the thrill of hunting for them, as if on a quest for hidden treasures and you just never know what you’re going to find. Then comes the research and the challenge of identification; it’s all part of the adventure and the uncovering of their fascinating lives. Time is of the essence, as they are ephemeral and can rot down and vanish quickly, disappearing back into the earth and leaf litter as if they were never there at all. Sometimes, they are frustratingly erratic in their appearance, which makes it even more special when they do spring up. Some years are better than others, as they are for most tree fruit and nuts, probably to do with weather conditions throughout the year.


Searching for fungi is also a great focus for getting outdoors in the fresh air and into nature with all the positive health and well-being benefits that it brings, physically and mentally. The foray forces you to slow down and take note of your surroundings, to engage the senses. As you slow down you begin to notice more – the glistening of dew on a spider’s web, the smell of the earthy woodland floor, or the rasping call of a jay hunting for acorns. The peace and beauty of a misty autumn woodland can work wonders for the weary soul, re-establishing a connection with nature.


An important reason why I paint fungi is that I want to highlight how fascinating they are, as well as to encourage others to engage and to also become fascinated with these amazing organisms and their ecology. Ultimately, I would love to inspire, encourage, and maybe even spark an interest in people to want to study mycology and conservation for the future health of our natural world and the ecosystems within it; to raise the profile of fungi, as organisms that underpin the health of our natural habitats and the realisation that many of these would fail or become diseased without them.


This book will largely concentrate upon the species found within the larger fungi groups, the mushrooms, brackets, jellies and other fascinating forms, including lichens. As I am based in the UK, the majority of species were found here, but you will find most of them in the US and Europe, although some may have different species and varieties within that genus. I have specified US- or European-only species.


It is a privilege to be able to write this book on the wonderful world of fungi and lichens; to share the fascinating lives and stories of fungi that I’ve encountered.




INTRODUCTION


Most people only think of mushrooms in relation to food, with questions such as: is it edible or poisonous? Will that be tasty with garlic butter? How do you cook those? Indeed, when I tell people that I’m going to paint a mushroom, they look at me strangely and say, ‘You mean you’re not going to eat it?’


But fungi carry so much more significance than this, even within culinary terms, being crucial for baking breads, brewing beer and wine, the blue in your blue cheese and Marmite (love it or hate it), among many other things. Mushrooms are often termed as being ‘meaty’ and indeed have been a meat alternative for many years; this is especially important in current times, as eating less meat is considered more eco-friendly. We have products including Quorn and tempeh, and edible wild mushrooms such as the so-called ‘chicken of the woods’ or the apricot-hued chanterelles.
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A colourful collage showing the fantastic range of fungal diversity, an array of hues, textures and forms, all with the potential to become painting subjects.
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Garlic Mushrooms, a painting I did when I was a chef many years ago. I have cooked a lot of these over the years, with lashings of cream and lots of parsley sprinkled over the top!





THE IMPORTANCE OF FUNGI


Fungi are important as decomposers and natural recyclers and without them the planet would be drowning in dead trees, leaves, plant detritus and matter that would not be able to rot down. Considering how important these organisms are to the fundamental processes of our planet, they are often still much maligned and misunderstood. In the UK, the name toadstool is usually given to poisonous mushrooms and in the past, they were once seen as evil or magical as they mysteriously appeared overnight from mud and dung. This fear of fungi or mycophobia was commonplace in Western countries, but not so much in southern Europe and further east, where fungi were relished. They have always been a favourite food of the Greeks and Romans, with delicacies such as the Caesar’s mushroom – Amanita caesarea – most definitely on the menu. In China and Japan, shitake mushrooms have been in cultivation for many centuries.


The name ‘toadstool’ may have come from the German word ‘tode’ meaning death and in some tales, toads were sometimes pictured sitting on mushrooms catching flies with their tongues. Interestingly, toads do secrete poisonous alkaloids from their skin that are similar to some mycotoxins. It is also said that the Celts regarded eating fungi as a religious taboo and only members of the priesthood could consume them. The Welsh name of caws llyffant, literally meaning ‘toad’s cheese’ gives a similar regard to fungi as the rest of the country.


In many cultures around the globe, certain mushrooms were used in religious ceremonies in order to speak with the ancestors, connect with the gods or for spiritual enlightenment. The mushroom stones of the Maya are relics from this time. It is also believed that some mushrooms were used to enhance performance, with examples of Viking warriors to athletes in the ancient Olympics.


The ancient Egyptians thought of mushrooms as ‘the plants of immortality’ and they were also described as ‘the food of the gods’ in the Egyptian Book of the Dead; they were sacred, and only the pharaohs and members of royalty were allowed to consume them. Many species are seen depicted in hieroglyphs that are 4,500 years old.


Of course, there is a darker side to fungi; a few are deadly poisonous, and some are parasitic on plants, animals and even other fungi. Others can cause serious problems for agriculture and forestry. A water mould called Phytophthora ramorum has caused extensive damage to forests, infecting many tree species, and large swathes of larch have had to be felled to keep it in control. Recently, ash dieback has also caused havoc with our native woodlands here in the UK, and also honey fungus with its pernicious black bootlaces.
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‘Poisonous mushrooms as Dioscorides saith, groweth where old rusty iron lieth, or rotten clouts or neere to serpents dens, or roots of trees that bring forth venomous fruit.’ Quote from The Herball or Generall Historie of Plantes by John Gerard, which was first published in 1597. With quotes such as these, one can see how the British at this time feared all things fungal. Image from the Biodiversity Heritage Library.





On the flip side, they can also protect plants from being eaten by pests by allowing them to create chemical defences to counter any attacks. So, although there are some fungal parasites that damage their hosts, the majority of fungi are saprophytic, acting as nutrient recyclers of dead plant and animal matter, and even tough material such as lignin in dead wood.


Fungi are hugely important to us as many medicines are derived from them, including penicillin (and other antibiotics), cyclosporin, an immunosuppressant drug used in organ transplants, many anticancer drugs, cholesterol lowering statins, and psilocybin, the psychedelic substance recently found to help with depression. But as well as curing, fungi are capable of causing serious diseases in us too.


Fungi are present underfoot in soils all year round, and not just in autumn with their strange and ephemeral fruiting bodies. The cells of most fungi grow underground as thread-like structures called ‘hyphae’ and they form networks of mycelium. These fungal root-like filaments connect and envelop the roots of trees and plants to form symbiotic relationships. In fact, over 90 per cent of all plant species have mycorrhizal relationships with fungi and would struggle to survive without them. The fungi can help the plants grow by increasing the uptake of water and essential compounds, such as nitrate and phosphate, and the fungi receive sugars in return. These vast networks that spread beneath our woodlands have become known as the ‘wood wide web’ and they connect trees to one another, allowing them to transmit signals and balance out nutrients between them, effectively communicating underneath the ground; they even look like a neural network. Some plants that contain no chlorophyll such as bird’s-nest orchids (Neottia nidus-avis) gain their nutrients via this mycelial network.


There is now evidence that these associations were essential in the first land plants millions of years ago; the actual age of the Fungi Kingdom is estimated to be over a billion years old, when life on Earth was still confined to the oceans. Fossilised fungi called Prototaxites have been found that date back to around 450 million years ago. These fungi were the largest organisms around at that time and may have resembled tree trunks.
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These interactions between fungi and forest are unseen above ground and we do not see how interconnected everything is; a quiet and secret mycorrhizal world runs beneath our feet.





Many insects also have symbiotic relationships with fungi, including leafcutter ants and some termites, primarily farming the fungi as a food source. Fungi can help the insect kingdom too. As a defence against predators the Marbled White butterfly contains toxins. These are derived from its caterpillars targeting grasses that have fungi within them that produce alkaloids. Great news for our honeybees too, fungi species have been discovered that can attack and kill the Varroa mite that is responsible for devastating bee populations around the world.


‘If you go off into a far, far forest and get very quiet, you’ll come to understand that you’re connected with everything.’


ALAN WATTS


THE CLASSIFICATION OF FUNGI


Fungi were once thought of as lower plants and so classified within Plantae, the Plant Kingdom, but in 1969, were at last given their own kingdom. They are very distinct from plants in that they do not photosynthesise, and they have cell walls made from the protein ‘chitin’ and not cellulose. Fungi are genetically more closely related to animals than to plants; insects and crustaceans have exoskeletons also composed of chitin.
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Here the Kingdom Fungi is split into five branches making up the True Fungi: with the Basidiomycota being the most advanced and Chytridiomycota being the most primitive and possibly the ancestors of all fungi.





They cannot ingest their food but instead their hyphae secrete digestive enzymes that break down their substrates to simpler components that they can then absorb as nutrients. You could think of them as inside-out organisms.


Kingdom Fungi is incredibly large and diverse including microorganisms such as moulds, rusts and yeasts, as well as the more familiar mushrooms. There are roughly 100,000 species worldwide but there could be many, many more still unrecorded.


The study of fungi is known as mycology, and the word comes from the ancient Greek mykes, meaning mushroom. The word mushroom may have come from the old French term mousseron meaning moss, possibly suggesting its preference for damp, mossy habitats, or a likeness to lower plants.


NAMING OF SPECIES


The British Mycological Society is now over 100 years old and has done much to bring Kingdom Fungi to the attention of the general public. They recently published a list of English common names for fungi on their website, to hopefully engage people with this somewhat unknown world more on a personal level. The list can be downloaded from there and you’ll find some wonderful and charming names such as woollyfoot webcap, yellow mascara disco and the Camembert brittlegill.
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The frustration of name changes! Annoying but necessary. I’ve always known this mushroom as Boletus erythropus – the scarletina bolete – but it’s now known as Neoboletus luridiformis.





In the past, not all mushrooms acquired common names; some species actually have more than one and they are different in other parts of the world, so for that reason I prefer to use the scientific names for certainty of identification. In this book, I have included those familiar names of the commoner species that I’m aware of, and the scientific names are written in italics.


The naming of species can be a little frustrating as over the years, fungi have been and still are being reviewed using DNA sequencing to confirm correct lineage. While this evolution is no bad thing, it has led to lots of name-changing, making identification much harder. Over the years, fungi such as inkcaps and boletes have been subdivided into new genera as mycologists unravel the secrets of their identities. So, there are lots of synonyms and incorrect name-calling, making it a bit harder to keep track of – the nightmare of nomenclature!




AMAZING MUSHROOM FACTS







• A species of Honey fungus, Armillaria ostoyae, is reputed to be the largest organism in the world and in 2021, holds the Guinness World Record for this. It grows in a vast network underneath the Malheur National Forest in Oregon, USA, and occupies an impressive total area of at least 965 hectares (2,385 acres), which is around 3.5 square miles. Its age is thought to be at least 2,400 years old, but it may well be a lot older. I’ve heard it being called the ‘Humongous Fungus’!


• There are some fungi out there, around seventy species in the world, which display bioluminescence, causing them to glow eerily with a faint greenish light. The honey mushroom – Armillaria spp. – is well known for this phenomenon, although not the fruit bodies themselves but the underground mycelium. Some fruit bodies are known to glow faintly, including species within the genera of Mycena but to see it you may need an SLR camera where you are able to manually lengthen the time exposure. The gills of the jack-o’-lantern – Omphalotus illudens and O. olearius – may be seen when eyes are accustomed to the dark. The bitter oyster – Panellus stipticus – supposedly has the brightest bioluminescent glow, but this is mainly seen in the North American specimens.


• Some species of fungi are known to be able to consume plastic, including oyster mushrooms. The first found was in 2011 from the Amazon rain forest, called Pestalotiopsis microspora. It can eat a specific polymer of polyurethane, converting it into organic matter. It can survive without air so could be very useful in cleaning up landfill waste sites.


• Mushroom mycelium is now being grown to be used as an eco-friendly building and packaging material such as polystyrene, but it is biodegradable and non-toxic.


• Many mushrooms such as the oyster mushrooms (Pleurotus spp.) produce vitamin D when exposed to the sun as they contain the pigment melanin. This is also contained in our skin, and it gives us UV protection from the sun.


• Oyster mushrooms and a few other species too, are actually carnivorous, and they are able to catch tiny nematodes with loops in their hyphae and then ingest them.


• If you should come across a species of woodland mushroom like a Russula or a Boletus, perched in a tree and wonder how it got there, it could just be a squirrel’s dinner! Squirrels are now well known for storing and drying mushrooms for a tasty meal later on.
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The bitter oyster – Panellus stipticus – glowing eerily with bioluminescence: the camera was exposed for 8.5 minutes to capture this much light in this image by Ylem.
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The yellowleg bonnet – Mycena epipterygia, is one species of this very large genus that displays bioluminescence. Some have glowing fruit bodies but with this species, it’s just the mycelium.








PAINTING FUNGI: ARTISTS FROM THE PAST


Beatrix Potter (1866–1943) One cannot write a book about painting fungi without the mention of Beatrix Potter, whose wonderful paintings are held in the Armitt museum in Cumbria, UK. She captured her subjects with intricate detail and well-balanced compositions, producing around 350 illustrations. Approaching her fungi studies from a very scientific method, she used microscopes to study spores, as she was fascinated by the reproduction of fungi. She also cultivated spores from different species herself and wrote a scientific paper called ‘On the Germination of the Spores of the Agaricineae’. In those times, women were not permitted to join the Linnean Society, but in 1897, her scientific paper was reviewed and debated by the Society. It was decided that it needed more work before publication, so she withdrew the paper and later decided not to resubmit it.
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Two studies by R. Baker. Top image: False Death Cap, Amanita citrina; bottom image: Fly Agaric – Amanita muscaria from 1890–93. The Wellcome Collection states that they were possibly painted at an art class in the Severn region, Avon. They were beautifully observed and painted on toned paper using opaque pigments.





R. Baker painted a variety of fungi between 1883 and 1906. There is a collection of around nineteen paintings by this unknown artist held in the Wellcome Library in Euston Road, London.
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These images by Henrietta Page are from the Biodiversity Heritage Library and contributed by the University of Connecticut Libraries, which has digitised the entire collection. Henrietta’s sketchbooks include detailed sketches with comprehensive notes, including spore prints and even some dried-out specimens.





Henrietta Page was an avid fungi sketcher from North America who kept wonderful sketchbooks dated from between 1899 and 1903. Henrietta was a member of the Boston Mycological Club and the Boston Society of Natural History.


Anna Maria Hussey (1805–1853) British mycologist, writer, and illustrator who contributed to many publications and in 1847 also wrote Illustrations of British Mycology. In the introduction to Illustrations, she notes that: ‘A basket is in the first place needful, and if the student should leave home without one, a profusion of lovely and rare objects will be certain to strew his path; in which case there are but two alternatives, to dissect on the spot, always an imperfect operation, or to carry away the spoil in hat or handkerchief, when on arrival at home, a heterogeneous mass of caps, stems, etc., presents itself – disjecta membra!’
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Mary Emily Eaton was a British artist more well known for painting cacti. These colourful images are from The Field Book of Common Gilled Mushrooms, New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, from 1928 and sourced from the Biodiversity Heritage Library, contributed by the Harvard Botany Libraries.





Mary Emily Eaton (1873–1961) was a talented British botanical artist who also spent many years in the US. She was more known for her illustrations of cacti, but she illustrated The Field Book of Common Gilled Mushrooms, from 1928.


Suzanne Lucas MBE (1915–2008) was the founder of the Society of Botanical Artists that was formed in 1985. She had a deep fondness for Kingdom Fungi – or the ‘Third Kingdom’, as she called it, and was one of the most prolific fungi artists, with hundreds of paintings under her belt. She was awarded a total of thirteen RHS gold medals for her whimsical fungi illustrations.


CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS


Fungi illustration has become much more popular in modern times and is seen by some as a branch of botanical art owing to its mycorrhizal connections to plant life, although it probably should be labelled as natural history illustration. Not many artists purely focus on Kingdom Fungi, most painting a variety of subjects within the natural world.


Alexander Sasha Viazmensky is one artist whose main focus is painting mushrooms. He has painted a wealth of stunning artworks of many fungi families and has fungi paintings in the prestigious Shirley Sherwood Collection of botanical art.
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Forest Bouquet 1 by Alexander Sasha Viazmensky, watercolour 16 x 12in (40.5 x 30.5cm). A wonderful collection of mushrooms including Boletus edulis, Leccinum sp, Russula spp. and Cortinarius sp. (© Alexander Viazmensky)





STEP BY STEPS


These are the step-by-step sequences given in this book, together with the type of media and techniques used.


• Chapter 4 – Drawing Shitake mushrooms with graphite pencils


• Chapter 4 – Drawing on white paper with charcoal


• Chapter 4 – Drawing on toned paper with charcoal


• Chapter 5 – Layering watercolour – Painting the cap of a Blusher


• Chapter 5 – Using masking fluid – Fly Agaric


• Chapter 5 – Painting Chanterelles in gouache on black paper


• Chapter 6 – Creating a Loose Background with ferns


• Chapter 7 – Enlarging a subject and using a limited palette – Plums and Custard


• Chapter 9 – Using water-soluble graphite – Drawing a Morel


• Chapter 10 – Mixed media – Lichen Mosaics on Stones




FOCUS STUDIES AND EXPERIMENTS







• Chapter 5: Capturing Translucence – Parrot Waxcap


• Chapter 6: An approach to adding a background – Birch Polypore


• Chapter 6: Using pen and wash – Velvet Shanks


• Chapter 9: Different shading methods – Scarlet Elf cup







CHAPTER 1


MATERIALS AND EQUIPMENT


Fungi can be depicted successfully in any medium, whether it’s in watercolour, in pen or plain graphite alone. It is completely up to you, your preferred medium of choice and how you’d like to portray them.


There is a staggering array of materials to purchase these days and the amount of choice can feel a little overwhelming, not to mention expensive. I have found over the years that I’ve bought and collected so many materials that I could open my own shop! Some I have hardly used and many of my students say the same. I like to push them out of their comfort zones by making them try mediums that they don’t use often; to get out those unused materials and start using them. Many a student is pleasantly surprised and appreciates the push!
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A collection of various art materials.





GRAPHITE


The word graphite comes from the Greek word graphein meaning ‘to write’. A large deposit was discovered in Borrowdale in the Lake District, UK, in 1564. It was found to be of a very high quality and so extremely valuable. At first, people thought it was black lead and this is why we still call pencils lead today. In 1795, the French chemist Nicolas Conté developed a process combining clay and graphite that is seen in modern-day pencils.
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My personal favourites are the Faber-Castell 9000 series seen here in this set of twelve. The matt graphite pencils are seen to the right of the tin, along with the useful Derwent indenting tools. Below are two Pentel mechanical pencils that I load with size 0.3mm lead.





Graphite is a perfect way to learn about and understand tone before heading into colour. It is mainly used for sketching and the under-drawing before beginning a painting, but it is also a beautiful medium in its own right. It is cost-effective and very forgiving, being very easy to erase. You don’t need lots of supplies, just a small range of pencils to start off with. A full range would be from 9H to 9B but I find a range from 2H to 6B is enough for me to achieve good tones.


The H pencils are harder as they have a higher proportion of clay to graphite in them. The B ranges are softer as they contain more graphite and this makes them great for loose sketching but more prone to smudging.
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Other graphite media include Koh-I-Noor pure graphite sticks, watersoluble graphite pencils by Faber-Castell and Daler-Rowney, Graphitone by Derwent – a water-soluble graphite stick. Water brushes are useful for outdoor sketching.





Graphite is a lubricant, and you can get a hint of this with its slick and sometimes polished look. Some people may not like the ‘shiny’ look that you can get from certain angles when viewing a graphite drawing. This is due to the flat, plate-like structure of graphite that reflects the light, making it appear shiny. You can now purchase matt graphite pencils that reduce this graphite shine somewhat. If you prefer a denser, blacker finish, then you can opt for charcoal, carbons and the many other matt black pencils on the market now, such as Pierre Noir and Staedtler Mars Lumograph. Using a black coloured pencil in the finishing stages can also get those darkest darks into a graphite drawing, increasing the tonal range. Graphite, though, does have the upper hand when it comes to control and attaining realism and detail. There are many quality brands of graphite pencil on the market. Faber-Castell is the world’s oldest pencil manufacturer and was founded in 1761. Other quality brands include Derwent, Staedtler, Conté, Lyra, Koh-I-Noor and Caran d’Ache.


CHARCOAL AND CARBON


Charcoal has to be the oldest drawing material; one can imagine early paleolithic man using charcoal from the fire to mix to a paste in order to adorn the walls of caves with animal drawings. Unlike graphite, it has coarse granules that do not reflect the light. This helps it achieve a much denser, very dark and matt finish. It also has some excellent blending qualities. The downside is that it may be gritty and messy to work with and not allow for the fine detailing that is wanted in a realistic drawing.


Vine or willow charcoal comes in stick form of varying widths. The pieces can be snapped to create smaller pieces to work with. It is perfect for loose, gestural sketching, with expressive and energetic line and experiments with tone and contrast. Drawing with charcoal can allow you to stop fussing over small details in order to see the bigger shapes and values, and concentrate on tonal contrasts. For this reason, it can be the perfect medium for roughing out and designing a starting composition. It also allows for the creation of atmospheric effects due to its capacity for soft blending.


Charcoal pencils are usually made with a form of charcoal that has been mixed with gum and then compressed. They are a better bet for achieving a little more control and precision in drawing. You can get similar grades to graphite, although not as many are needed. Some manufacturers just have hard, medium and soft grades while others have some of the H to B ranges. Cheaper brands and H grades can be very scratchy to use and so can be off-putting.
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Assorted charcoal pencils by Conté, and Derwent; they can give more precision to work but the points wear down very quickly. Pierre Noir by Conté – these pencils will give denser, darker tones and more precision but are more difficult to erase. Assorted pastel and willow charcoal sticks by Winsor & Newton that you can snap to size and use to sweep in tone on their sides. Messy to use but wonderful to blend and erase and if you want to loosen up.





Carbon pencils are a mix of graphite and charcoal. They display qualities of both mediums, having a deeper, denser black than graphite and being smoother than charcoal. They may not be as easy to lift or erase as ordinary graphite.


Pierre Noir pencils by Conté are made of filtered paste pigment. They are very silky, smooth, dense and black and feel a little bit like a crayon to use. These pencils are less messy and may be easier to control than charcoals for a beginner.


White charcoal pencils are usually made with calcium carbonate and a binder, although some may have a titanium white pigment in them, similar to white pastel pencils. Good brands will include Generals, Koh-I-Noor and Derwent.
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An assortment of white drawing media, ranging from white coloured pencils, and pastels, to Uni-ball gel pens and white charcoals (so-called, but likely to be pastel). I have only tried Koh-I-Noor and Derwent and they are very similar.





COLOURED PENCILS


The ancient Greeks and the Romans used wax-based coloured crayons as documented by Pliny the Elder (23–79AD), the great Roman naturalist and writer of some of the first natural history encyclopaedias. Incidentally, Pliny wrote about fungi noting that they were just the ‘dirt’ of trees and other decomposing matter, and not organisms in their own right.
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Faber-Castell Polychromos are high-quality, oil-based coloured pencils and in the box are Derwent Artists pencils that are wax based. A swatch chart is helpful to see all the colours laid out.





The first artist’s coloured pencils were invented in 1908 by German manufacturer, Faber-Castell and then followed by Caran d’Ache in 1924. Many other brands followed soon after, including Derwent. Now there is a plethora of brands to choose from, all of varying quality and price, as they become more popular with fine artists.


Coloured pencils can be oil based, wax based or a blend of the two and can be soft and easy to blend on the paper. They can be used on toned or black papers as well for extra versatility. The artist’s quality pencils are obviously superior to student brands, using higher concentrations of quality pigments and taking permanency into consideration. You can check the manufacturers’ websites for information on lightfastness ratings.


PEN AND INK


The oldest pens were used by the Egyptians, who made pens out of reeds. Then for many centuries dip pens made from feathers were used. Today there are many varieties of pen to choose from, each with differing characteristics.


• Ball point pens/biros: can be good to sketch with and very inexpensive, but many do not have archival/ lightfast ink, so not to be used if you want your drawings to last. However, they may be fine in a sketchbook, kept out of the light.


• Fibre-tip artist pens: these have archival ink, are waterproof, many are good value and come with many different nib sizes and colours. They are not refillable.


• Fountain pens: refillable and give an expressive variety of line but are more expensive to buy. Nibs may clog or scratch the paper surface.


• Dip pens: versatile with an expressive variety of line, nib sizes and used with separate ink pots so an array of colours is available. Nibs may clog or scratch.


Inks


Ink is one of the oldest mediums used for drawing. The earliest inks would have been made from carbon or lampblack, which comes from the soot left over from fire remains. India ink was actually first seen in China, but is so called due to it being traded from India. This ink can have particles suspended within it that can cause interesting textures, but that can clog ink pens. Shellac medium is used in many inks to prolong their life.
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Assorted pens and inks of all different shapes and sizes; there is a lot of choice available.





Another ink from the past is iron gall or gallnut ink, which is made by mixing ferrous sulphate (iron and sulphuric acid) and the tannins from galls. These are growths that are formed upon plants by the actions of tiny insects called gall wasps, to house their larvae. Iron gall ink is very acidic and many documents and manuscripts from the past were in danger due to its corrosive nature.


With inks there is lots of choice in colours, and levels of permanency. You can purchase dye-based inks, pigment-based inks and acrylic inks. You can even make your own inks using tea, foraged fruits, acorns and oak galls (as previously mentioned).


Fungi Ink


Ink can be made from members of the Inkcap family, such as the shaggy inkcap – Coprinus comatus – and the common inkcap – Coprinopsis atramentaria – in a process called deliquescence. This is when the cap of a mushroom liquifies after a few days of sprouting, in order to help spread the spores. It forms a black ink-like liquid that was once used as ink in the past.
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Shaggy inkcaps – Coprinus comatus – a lovely looking mushroom when young and supposed to be quite tasty as well, but they deliquesce very quickly. On the right are the liquefying inkcaps after a couple of days.
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Common inkcaps – Coprinopsis atramentaria – can make ink too but are a bit smaller than the shaggy inkcaps. The Dyer’s Mazegill is quite a common, large bracket fungus traditionally used for dyeing yarn.
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Painting common inkcaps with inkcap ink on the Dyer’s Mazegill toned paper. The fungi ink is quite pale toned, so I complimented the drawing with black acrylic ink to boost the dark tones. The highlights were added with the Derwent Chinese white pencil, and it’s finished with some splatter!
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Exploding Inkcaps, a watercolour by my friend and botanical artist Jackie Isard. This inkcap mushroom has been captured deliquescing and releasing its inky spores back to the earth. (© Jackie Isard)





To make ink:


• Collect a few fully matured inkcaps. They are commonly found on lawns, in fields and parklands. Remove the stipes (stems) and store the caps in an enclosed container in the fridge for three or four days.


• They will have formed a mushy grey ‘soup’ that can now be blended with a hand blender.


• This can then be boiled to sterilise it and help prevent mould growth, along with a couple of added cloves. I saw this in Roger Phillips’ excellent book, ‘Mushrooms and other fungi of Great Britain and Europe’. You don’t need to boil it if you just want to use it fresh and do not need to save it – just use it straight away.


• Cool down, then strain the liquid through a sieve, into a glass jar that has also been sterilised.


• The ink can now be used from the jar and stored in the fridge to prolong its shelf life. As it is a natural product it may not last too long, so it’s best to make only a little at a time and a lightfastness test is needed.


Dyer’s Fungi


There are some mushrooms that have been used for making fabric and yarn dyes and they may have this attribute in their common name, for instance the dyer’s mazegill – Phaeolus schweinitzii. This parasitic/saprobic bracket is found in conifer forests at the base of trees and can make various shades of yellow through orange to brown. I found a specimen and experimented with paper dyeing. Breaking up the bracket easily into pieces, I simmered it in water in a big stock pot for a while until it had released its amber colours. Then I dunked some paper in it, just a thicker weight cartridge paper. I let it dry and the result was a stained paper very similar to tea dyeing (only tea staining is a lot easier and quicker, so I won’t be doing it again!).
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