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1
materials and equipment



The first step towards developing your drawing skills is to gain some experience and confidence with different drawing tools and materials. One of the advantages of drawing is that, unlike many art techniques, it does not require a lot of complicated equipment and expensive materials. In fact, most drawings can be made with pencil and paper. However, although pencil drawing offers tremendous scope, don’t be afraid to try as many other drawing tools and materials as you can.

You will find information on pencils, charcoal, crayons, pens and inks in this chapter, and you will see many ways of using these materials in the illustrations throughout this book. And remember, you don’t necessarily have to draw with something that was specifically designed for drawing. There are plenty of unconventional drawing tools – your finger or a stick, for example – that will give interesting effects. The main thing is to practise and experiment.


Appropriate materials

As you gain experience, you will notice that each medium has its particular strengths and characteristics, and that these in turn will help you create certain effects. Consequently, in time you will be able to choose the best medium for the type of drawing you want to make and, when appropriate, even combine a variety of media. Read through the whole of this chapter first and then study each drawing medium in more detail. Collect together as many different tools and materials as you can and test these out by completing the various exercises listed at the end of this chapter.

Pencils

When you are buying pencils, always look for good quality graphite drawing pencils made by a well-known manufacturer such as Derwent, Faber-Castell, Stabilo or Staedtler. Pencils are marked to indicate their degree of hardness, which may range from 8B (softest) to 9H (hardest), with grades HB and F midway between the two. Keep to a softer range to begin with. A selection comprising B, 2B, 4B and 6B is recommended, supplementing this with an HB if you need to make sharper, more defined lines or greyer and weaker tones.

One of the first things you will notice about pencils is that the character and tone of the marks are influenced by the pressure you apply. Naturally, some people work quite firmly and confidently, which means they are likely to create much bolder marks than someone whose approach is more restrained. You need to take this factor into account when you are buying pencils; consider the way that you work and choose your pencils accordingly. Ideally, you need a selection that will enable you to achieve a good balance of tones and lines, from very dark to very light.
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Illustration 1.1 Try this type of exercise to test out your pencils and see what lines and effects are possible.


When to use pencils

Because it is so familiar to us, the ordinary pencil is often underrated as a serious drawing implement, yet it is one of the most versatile of all drawing media and the one that will most obviously reflect our drawing ability. Pencils suit everything from composition roughs to highly expressive drawings made on the spot. Use pencils for jotting down quick visual ‘notes’ and ideas as well as for problem-solving, analytical studies and reference sketches. Inexpensive and easy to use, pencils are certainly the best medium to start with. Another point in their favour is that they combine well with most other media, especially watercolour, inks and charcoal.
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Illustration 1.2 When drawing an object like this, start by checking the relative height to width ratio.
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Illustration 1.3 As you draw the outline, vary the pressure on your pencil so that the nearer edges are stronger in tone.
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Illustration 1.4 You can suggest the three-dimensional form of the object by shading with lines, using heavier lines for the darker shadows. Note the source of light is from the left.
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Illustration 1.5 Alternatively, you can work with a softer, darker pencil, blending the shading, as here. Note the source of light is from the right.

Modern pencils are manufactured from natural graphite that has been made into a paste by blending it in a powdered form with clay. The paste is then compressed and extruded into thin strips, which are subsequently dried and kiln-fired to make the leads. These are impregnated with waxes to make them draw smoothly, glued into a casing of soft wood, and finally finished with one or two coats of paint.


You can supplement your basic drawing pencils with wide carpenters’ pencils, and graphite sticks, both of which are ideal for laying in very broad areas of tone and working on a larger, freer scale. Of course, you can also work in colour, using coloured pencils, water-soluble pencils and pastel pencils.

Charcoal

Charcoal was one of the first materials used for drawings. It was originally made from burnt twigs cut from vines and willow trees. Today, compressed sticks of charcoal are produced by firing willow rods in a kiln until the wood is carbonized. You can buy boxes of mixed thicknesses, from very thin to thick scene-painters’ charcoal. A few sticks are always useful, especially for sketching and loose, large-scale work, as well as for creating greys, diffused shading effects and various textures and dabs of tone in conjunction with other drawing media.

As with any medium, it takes a little while to get used to charcoal and find the best way to create different line and tone effects. At first, there can be a tendency to press too hard and therefore apply too much medium. However, a little practice soon shows how much pressure is required to produce the necessary control and sensitivity with the charcoal marks. Essentially, charcoal sticks are quite brittle, and so must be handled with some care.

Because of its soft, sensitive quality and the fact that it can be smudged, blended and handled in many different ways, charcoal is a very versatile, expressive medium, especially for tonal work. When more positive lines and details are required, these can be added with charcoal pencils. Available in soft, medium and hard degrees, charcoal pencils can be sharpened to a point and, if used with moderate pressure, will respond just like graphite pencils.
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Illustration 1.6 A speedy, freely expressed location sketch drawn with charcoal.

As an introduction to using charcoal, break off a length of about 4 cm and try a few simple exercises. Hold the charcoal at various angles and apply different pressures to see what variety of lines and tones you can achieve. Try it on smooth paper as well as heavier quality paper and even coloured paper. Apply it sparingly at first and experiment with smudging it in different ways: with your fingers, a cotton bud, or a small piece of cloth or paper. You can also use the charcoal on its side for broad tones and general textures.

Crayons

Both wax crayons and conté crayons are available in black, white and grey shades, which suit various tonal drawing techniques, and there is also a limited range of colours.

Wax crayons

Wax crayons are inexpensive, and a box of assorted colours will make an interesting addition to your choice of drawing materials. I sometimes draw with a sharpened black wax crayon, which can give surprisingly sensitive marks. Similarly, a black crayon is ideal for adding tones and textures in a mixed-media drawing, including offset textures using a rubbing technique.
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Illustration 1.7 As here, sharpened wax crayons can give surprisingly sensitive marks for conveying the sense of mood and atmosphere in a subject.
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Illustration 1.8 This expressive drawing was made with a brown stick of conté. These crayons are most effective when used on a tinted paper with a slightly textured surface, as this brings out the character of the marks.


Rubbings

Rubbings work best on thin drawing paper. Choose a textured surface that matches the effect that you want to create in your drawing and place the relevant part of the drawing over the texture, which could be something like woodgrain, a metal grille or frosted glass. Then, using a short length of wax crayon on its side, shade over the particular shape or area. Apply light pressure to the crayon to begin with. If necessary, you can build up the strength of tone by shading across the area several times.

Conté crayons

Conté crayon is a hard, square-section, grease-free drawing chalk that is particularly successful on heavy quality paper. Like charcoal, it will give lines of great sensitivity as well as dramatic tonal effects. If required, sharpen the crayon to a point so that you can add fine lines and details to the drawing. Alternatively, for broad areas of tone and more expressive marks, work with a short length of conté crayon on its side. Conté pencils are also available. This medium will not smudge and consequently does not need spraying with fixative.

Pens

There are lots of different types of pens available today, each with its own character of line and range of techniques. Look out for mapping pens, script pens, technical pens (like Rotring and Faber-Castell), special art pens and sketching pens, cartridge pens, ball-point pens, brush pens and fibre and felt-tip pens. Dip pens, like mapping and script pens, will need some drawing ink. Other pens have their own built-in supply of ink or, as is the case with most technical pens, come with a replaceable cartridge of ink and interchangeable nibs. Additionally, you can experiment by making your own dip pens: sharpen sticks of wood or make a quill.
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Illustration 1.9 Although there are many different types of fineline and fibre-tip pens available today, don’t overlook the traditional dip pens. This drawing was made with a mapping pen and diluted Indian ink. Where fine lines are required, as here, try not to overload the pen or use it too vigorously – pressure and touch are all-important in creating lines of the correct strength.

You will find that dip pens tend to be the more unpredictable, since they do not have the controlled flow of ink that a reservoir pen has. Arguably, this gives scope for drawings of greater verve and personality, like the reed pen drawings of Van Gogh, for example. Again, it is a matter of trying out each kind of pen to see what lines and marks it will make, and in this way decide which pens suit you best. Remember also that the particular type of paper that you choose will influence the sort of marks and effects that are possible.
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