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INTRODUCTION 

In my first book,  The Art & Science of Drawing, I teach the fundamental skills required to draw. In this book, I teach how to apply those skills to figure drawing. Figure drawing is one the most challenging but fulfilling drawing practices you can undertake. Drawing the human body puts you in touch with the deepest parts of humanity. A successful figure drawing requires you to understand the body as a 

functional machine and to be captivated by the body’s intense beauty and expressive nature. 

I fell in love with figure drawing in my teens and have made it an absolute priority in my life. However, learning how to do it was not a straightforward path. It seems there are an infinite number of approaches to figure drawing, many of which contradict one another. I tried out every method I encountered as I struggled to master the craft. 

Over the years, I realized there were tried-and-true fundamentals that many of the masters agree upon and use in their own practice. But there also seemed to be significant gaps in the canon of figure drawing tools and techniques. There seemed to be many unanswered questions. So, in addition to learning from others, I began exploring and experimenting with new methods of my own. 

This book is my best attempt at providing you, dear reader, with a straightforward approach to the fundamentals of figure drawing that is both logical and lyrical. This is the book I wish I had found when I was learning. It contains many tried-and-true methods that have been refined over centuries. It also contains methods of my own design that, if they exist elsewhere, I am not aware of. In this book, I present a complete process for learning the fundamentals of figure drawing. No single book can contain the entirety of knowledge you will need to master the craft of figure drawing, but this book provides the essential, foundational skills and strategies you will need to develop competence. Once you have learned the skills in this book, you will be able to build upon them until you reach mastery. 

How to Use This Book 

This book will guide you through a logical and accessible figure drawing process. It is important that you read the entire book in sequential order and complete the recommended projects. As with all of my books and courses, I recommend the minimum amount of practice you should do. If you want to see more dramatic improvement, I recommend doubling or even tripling the amount of practice you do. 

It is also essential for you to understand that the skills and strategies taught in this book are fundamental, meaning you should revisit them over and over. You should practice these skills more than any others. I am a seasoned figure drawer who has extensive anatomical knowledge, but when I practice, I rarely render obscure tubercles or minute muscle insertions. Instead, I regularly practice exactly what you will learn in this book. I draw hundreds of simple gestures, I simplify the body into its basic three-dimensional forms, and I perform basic shading drills. Revisiting the lessons found in this book over and over again, throughout your drawing education and career, is how you will master the art and science of figure drawing. 

Draw from Life Whenever Possible 

To fully participate in the projects in this book you will be asked to draw from live, nude figure models, though I understand this may not always be practical or even possible. Nevertheless, you should make an effort to draw from life as often as 

possible, particularly as you are learning. When drawing from life is not possible, you are welcome to draw from photographs. 

Photographs are incredibly convenient to draw from, but this convenience comes at a cost. A photograph flattens reality, which is counter to our goal of creating the illusion of a three-dimensional, living, breathing body on the surface of the paper. When you draw from life you experience parts of the body projecting toward you or retreating away from you. You get a stereoscopic, 3D sense of which parts of the body are closer and which are farther away. Drawing from life forces us to grapple with three-dimensional form and space in a way that is not possible with a photograph. 

Also, drawing from life creates a sense of urgency that is difficult to replicate when drawing from a photograph. When we draw from life we experience the model struggling to hold a pose. We understand that we have a limited amount of time before the timer goes off or the model gives out. Drawings created from a live model have a sense of vibrancy and energy that does not often occur in drawings done from photographs, where time is frozen. 

A living model reveals more detail and visual information than a photograph ever could. Even a high-resolution photograph cannot include all of the textures of skin, subtle changes in the topography of the body, and minute shifts in light. A still photo cannot show muscles contracting or releasing throughout the pose, nor can it show the rhythm of breathing. Simply put, a photograph lacks the richness of life and the urgency of time. 

There will be many times when drawing from a photograph is your only option. 

Drawing from a photo is better than not drawing at all. But it is essential that you have some experience drawing from life: the more the better. Most cities and towns have a figure drawing group that meets to draw from a live model. If you cannot find a figure drawing group near you, consider starting one. If this is not possible, consider approaching family or friends. Although drawing from a nude model is best, some potential models may be more comfortable in a bathing suit or underwear. If you cannot find a figure drawing group or someone to model for you privately, you always have your very own body. Even drawing your non-dominant hand will give you a sense of the richness of drawing from a living, three-dimensional body. 

When drawing from photographs, it is important to realize that most photos of nude models are not well suited to figure drawing. For this reason I create my own reference photos, which I use for teaching and for my own drawing practice. I work with highly skilled models and photographers to capture images of dynamic poses that are lit with a single light source, which is ideal for shading an anatomical study. 

For a large collection of high-quality, fully nude reference photos for figure drawing, please visit my website at www.brenteviston.com.  

Prerequisite Skills 

Although this is a beginning figure drawing book, it is not a beginning drawing book. 

Figure drawing is an advanced drawing practice. Before you begin figure drawing you 

should already have strong foundational drawing skills including three-dimensional drawing, descriptive contour drawing, measuring, shading, etc. I teach all these fundamentals in depth in my first book,  The Art & Science of Drawing, as well as in my online courses. If you are new to drawing, or have not yet developed strong fundamental skills, I highly recommend starting with the basics and then coming back to figure drawing once you are ready. 

In my experience, students who begin figure drawing before they are ready tend to quit drawing altogether. Without the proper prerequisite skills, figure drawing can be a maddening experience. Many students are eager to get to figure drawing as quickly as they can. I understand that impulse but try to remind yourself that practicing fundamentals like drawing and shading cylinders, ovoids, and simple, natural objects is practicing for figure drawing. Your skills as a figurative artist depend heavily on these fundamental skills. 

Why I Do Not Teach General Proportions 

One of the most common questions I am asked about my teaching methods is about the general proportions of the body and why I don’t teach them. This might sound like heresy to many figure drawing instructors, but I do not believe that learning the general proportions of the body is fundamental to figure drawing. I am referring here to ideas like,  the body is 7.5 heads tall, or that  the height of the skull is two-thirds the height of the rib cage. The problem is that these general proportions apply only to an average figure that is standing upright with all limbs straight, or what I like to call “the most boring pose in the world.” As soon as any part of the body shifts, tilts, bends, or deviates in any way from this pose, the general proportions related to that body part no longer apply. When any part of the body goes into perspective, its proportional relationship to every other part of the body changes. In the vast majority of poses many, if not most, of the parts of the body will go into perspective, if only just subtly. If you apply general proportions to nearly any pose other than the “most boring pose,” 

your drawing will be inaccurate. 

Like most figure drawing students, I learned the general proportions of the figure at some point, but I use them so rarely that I have largely forgotten all but a few. So how do I keep my figures in proportion? I measure with my eyes and with my pencil. I teach measuring, angle sighting, and proportional comparison techniques in my fundamental course content. As mentioned previously, I assume you already have these skills, as they are prerequisites to learning figure drawing. 

Figure drawing is hard enough without learning dozens of numeric formulas that apply to only a single pose you will almost never draw. Focus instead on developing your ability to measure using your eyes alone. The best way to do this is to draw the human figure over and over again. In time you will develop an intuitive sense of proportions. If you must measure to find the proportions of the figure, I recommend using both angle sighting and proportional comparisons. Rarely will the measurements you take from a pose match the canon of general proportions of the body. 

Copying Drawings 

In this book you will be asked to copy many of my drawings and diagrams. Copying drawings is a timeless tradition that has several benefits. Most important, it puts you in the mind of the artist. Rather than passively looking, you must actively engage with a drawing in order to successfully copy it. You must consider the direction of each line, how hard or soft the line is, how light or dark it is, and how quickly it was drawn. 

Copying drawings in this way allows you to deeply consider every line and mark, like reading words on the page of a book. As you copy the drawings and diagrams in this book, your goal is not to replicate each one line by line, but to accurately record the information depicted and to capture the spirit of the image. 

Drawing from Imagination 

This book focuses on drawing the figure from observation, ideally from a live model. I know many of you want to learn to draw the figure from imagination, which is a laudable goal. But drawing from observation is an essential first step to drawing from imagination. Drawing the figure from your mind requires you to have an encyclopedic knowledge of the body and how it moves through space. This knowledge can be gained only by extensive experience studying the figure and drawing it from life. If your ultimate goal is to draw the figure from your imagination, the skills taught in this book are still the absolute essential starting point. 

Notes on Materials 

As with all my instructional content, materials are open. You are welcome to use drawing materials of any kind. One of my favorite things about drawing is that the materials are so simple and are easily attainable. I never want students to feel that materials are a barrier to learning to draw. You do not need expensive or specialized materials or equipment. You are welcome to use whatever you have on hand. Because I am assuming you already have strong fundamental drawing skills, I am also assuming you have drawing materials you are already comfortable using. 

Nevertheless, below are my recommended materials for participation in this book. 

RECOMMENDED MATERIALS 

• 

18˝ × 24˝ pad of newsprint 

• 

18˝ × 24˝ pad of white drawing paper 

• 

Drawing pencil of any kind 

• 

Kneaded eraser 

• 

Vinyl or plastic eraser 

• 

Drawing board and clips 

• 

Pencil sharpener or utility blade 

OPTIONAL 

• 

Toned or colored paper 

• 

White pencil 

• 

Electric eraser 

• 

Drafting brush 

The materials I used for the drawings featured in this book differ slightly from my recommended list. No drawings featured in this book were done on newsprint. All process drawings were done on 18˝ × 24˝ white Strathmore paper. The skeletal diagrams and more finished drawings were done on 19˝ × 25˝ Canson Mi-teintes paper. I recommend you do the practice projects on newsprint or other types of less expensive, non-archival drawing paper. However, any drawing you want to keep should be done on acid-free archival paper. 

Every drawing in this book was created with Rembrandt Polycolor pencils made by Lyra. These are oil-based colored pencils that come in a wide range of hues. I tend to draw using dark, earthy red, brown, or black pencils. You are welcome to use whatever pencils you are comfortable with. If you are new to figure drawing, I don’t recommend using charcoal as it is messy and difficult to control. The unpredictability of charcoal can be an asset at some point, but while you are learning, charcoal can be frustrating and distracting. Even if you your goal is to draw the figure with charcoal, I still advise starting with the recommended materials and then switch to charcoal once you have a firm grasp of the fundamentals. 

My drawings on toned or colored paper were done on 19˝ × 25˝ Canson Mi-teintes paper. For these drawings, I used Rembrandt Polycolor pencils for the darks and for the lights I used a white Faber-Castell Polychromos pencil. 

Final Notes 

Before we move onto the lessons and projects, I want to implore you once again to make sure you are coming to figure drawing with strong fundamental drawing skills. 

If you are uncertain whether or not you are ready, take some time to go back and practice drawing and shading cylinders, spheres, and boxes. Practice drawing simple natural and human-made objects like fruits, vegetables, cups, and bowls. 

Strengthening your fundamental skills is never a waste of time. You don’t have to learn these fundamentals from me, but you need to learn them before you begin figure drawing. 

Finally, this book is designed for you to return to over and over again. Going through it once is not enough. You should frequently revisit these fundamental figure drawing lessons as they provide the backbone of your figure drawing practice. As you learn and grow as a figurative artist, you will learn more about anatomy, you will explore your own techniques and styles, and you will develop your own approaches; but the lessons in this book will provide you with a solid, structured foundation on which all other skills and techniques will be built upon. 

Thank you so much for choosing to learn from me. It is an honor and a privilege to be part of your drawing evolution and one that I do not take lightly. When you’re ready, turn the page and we can begin together. 









CHAPTER 1 GESTURE DRAWING 

An Introduction to Gesture Drawing 

The figure drawing process begins with gesture drawing. At the end of this book, you will see numerous examples of detailed and highly rendered figure drawings. But before all the anatomy and shading was added, each of these drawings began with a simple gesture drawing. 

Gesture drawing is one of the most important, but least understood parts of the figure drawing process. In this chapter, I will demystify gesture drawing and teach you a practical process that you can use as the first step toward more finished drawings, and this process will help you understand the figure as a dynamic whole. 

The goal of a gesture drawing is to capture a simple but dynamic expression of a pose. 

Typically, gesture drawings are done from short pose times, usually under ten minutes and occasionally as short as ten seconds. 

Gesture drawing serves two fundamental purposes. First, it trains you to see the body as a dynamic whole instead of disparate parts. This is done by distilling the figure down to its most essential elements and focusing on the action of the pose rather than on anatomical details. This dynamic and holistic approach to figure drawing will give your figures a sense of vibrancy and life. This type of drawing is one of the most powerful ways to understand the forms of the body, how the forms interact, and their proportional relationships to one another. 

The second purpose of gesture drawing is to serve as a foundation for a more finished piece. Underneath every detailed rendering in this book is a simple and dynamic gesture drawing. Gesture drawing allows us to capture the pose of the figure and to establish its proportions. We can then use the gesture drawing as a simple armature upon which we can attach flesh, muscle, and bone. A dynamic gesture drawing will ensure that any finished drawing constructed on top of it will maintain a sense of dynamism and life. 

Many beginners (my younger self included) think of gesture drawing as a mere warm up exercise, but it is so much more than that. Gesture drawing is an essential and foundational part of the figure drawing process. You will begin every figure drawing you do with gesture, regardless of whether the pose lasts for minutes, hours, days, or longer. By first learning gesture drawing for its own sake, you will be prepared to use it as a first step toward more detailed, finished work. 
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