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Jake Spicer is an artist and drawing tutor based in Brighton, England. He is head tutor at the independent drawing school, Draw, a co-director of the Drawing Circus and he regularly runs portrait and figure drawing courses for the Camden Arts Centre and National Portrait Gallery.
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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





1 JUST DRAW



EVERYBODY CAN LEARN TO DRAW.


And anyone who can draw can always improve. The world we live in is a highly visual one, and we are increasingly communicating through pictures. But, in contrast to those instantaneous visual blasts, the process of drawing encourages us to take the time to really look at another person, objects and our surroundings. The response we create with marks on a tactile surface demonstrates the effort to see and understand those things better.


Many of us fall out of drawing at a young age, some of us keep drawing sporadically and a few of us make it part of our day-to-day routine. Although most children enjoy drawing and painting, as we grow up we often become self-conscious about it and frustrated when our pictures don’t come out as we intended. Although some people have a natural aptitude for drawing, the ability to draw isn’t a talent that you are born with; it’s a skill, like learning to play an instrument, or another language, that requires patience and practise.


Whatever your level of experience, the only way to get better at drawing is to draw more. This book is intended to give you confidence in your own drawing and to make it easy to fit drawing into your life.
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WHY DRAW?
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PICTURE MAKING


A drawing can be a picture; a representation of a thing we have seen or imagined. Drawing as a process is an immediate way of structuring an observation or bringing an idea into being. Painters, printmakers and anybody making pictures and objects in any medium will benefit from developing fundamental drawing skills. Drawing as a sensibility can extend beyond the conventional mediums we associate with it; sketches can be made in paint, film, built in three-dimensions and so on. For the purpose of this book I’ll be writing about drawing in its most conventional form.


VISUAL COMMUNICATION


Modern image-making techniques tend to be largely mechanical or digital, and so drawing is now commonly seen as an artistic practise. Drawing can be art, for sure, but it needn’t be restricted to artistic uses. Think of drawing as a language. Language can be used in different ways: to write poetry, academic papers, washing machine instructions and road signs. Drawing is a similarly versatile visual language with its own vocabulary of marks that can be used for many applications. Whether you are drawing a map to give somebody directions, sketching a diagram to explain how to place furniture in a room or storyboarding an animation in visual snapshots, some ideas are just more efficiently represented by drawing.



DRAWING AS A THINKING TOOL


Almost every man-made thing that we see around us started as a drawing: from buildings to furniture, to posters, to stationary. As an aid to thinking, sketching something visual on paper allows us to explore ideas in a holistic way rather than pinning them down to fixed linguistic concepts, and drawings made in versatile mediums like pencil can easily be adapted as the idea evolves. Just like any language, drawing can be used playfully, providing an outlet for creative thought and emotional expression, channelled through the tactile process of mark-making.


LEARNING TO SEE


Observational drawing is a means of exercising our visual faculty, and it allows us to practise looking. It can also be a powerful tool for focussing our attention: it teaches us to select a subject’s most important qualities and make visual discoveries, encouraging curiosity and improved understanding.


We are constantly bombarded with visual imagery; becoming more visually literate allows us to be discerning about how we look and how we are affected by the images we come into contact with. As we get older, we also look less closely at familiar things; drawing can open our eyes to a fresh and childlike wonder in the mundane.
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HOW DO I DRAW MORE OFTEN?


To draw better, you’ll need to find the time to draw more often. Drawing requires some attention and focus, and this book is intended to help you. Treat it like a kind but firm friend, politely reminding you that to get better you’ll need to put some work in – and this is how to do it. Firstly, you want to remove the barriers that stop you from drawing, making it easy to find time and motivation to draw.
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TIME


Don’t have time to draw? Make the time. Start with a few manageable goals and use the exercises in this book to structure them. Attempt 3–4 exercises a week, or find a way to work drawing into another regular activity; sketch fellow passengers on the morning commute, for example, or draw in the kitchen while waiting for the kettle to boil. Use the time in between other activities to provide a foundation of regular practise, then put aside an hour or two on top of that to sit down and draw in earnest at home or at an art class. The example drawing regimes you’ll find at the end of this book will help you to structure your time.


CONFIDENCE


Worried you’re not very good at drawing? That’s why you’re learning! Remember that everybody needs to start somewhere. Your first drawings might be clumsy and misproportioned, but they are part of an ongoing process and you’ll only improve by engaging with that process. If you’re self-conscious about being seen drawing, start off drawing in private and slowly build up to more public locations, or go out drawing with a friend. When you’re learning, you need to make many, many bad drawings before you make any good ones, so be gentle with yourself and stick with it!


SUBJECT


Nothing to draw? There are things to draw everywhere; the trick is finding subjects that interest you. Learn to see beauty in the mundane and use the practical advice in Chapter 3 to help you. Work out where your interests lie; do you enjoy drawing natural forms? Figures? Buildings? Start looking for potential subjects everywhere you go, seek out inspiration by engaging with the world around you, and don’t just wait to be struck by it.



EQUIPMENT


Nothing to draw with? Make sure you’re always prepared to draw, and if you’re not prepared, be creative with what you have to hand. Keep your drawing materials somewhere accessible and make two drawing kits: a full bells-and-whistles kit for using at home or taking to art classes, and a pick-up-and-go kit to take with you everywhere.



MAIN DRAWING KIT


Make up a main drawing kit with all of your favourite drawing materials; have plenty of your favourite paper in a folder or an art tube, with a drawing board if necessary, and a sketchbook for quick sketches and notes. Include a few items you’ve never used before for variety, along with extras of everything that you use regularly in case anything gets lost or broken. Get a dedicated carrying case for your materials, such as a toolbox or a robust bag.
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SMALL DRAWING KIT


Get used to always carrying a small, hardback sketchbook and a small pencil case containing a few pens or pencils with accompanying sharpeners and erasers. Keep it accessible so that you can whip it out for a few minutes’ drawing at a moment’s notice, and make sure you take it everywhere: when you go to work, when you go out for a meal, when you take the dog for a walk…
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IMPROVISED DRAWING KIT


If you don’t have your drawing kit with you, improvise. Make a pencil sketch on the back of a receipt, or a drawing on a napkin with a borrowed pen; draw with a stick in the sand if you have to! All you need is a surface to draw on and something to make a mark with.
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WHAT DO I DRAW WITH?


The range of available drawing materials is vast and constantly expanding. As a starting point, here are some conventional drawing materials that I’ve used in the book.


GRAPHITE


Graphite makes a smooth grey mark with a slightly shiny surface; graphite mediums tend to make consistent linear marks. Graphite pencils are very adaptable, can be rubbed out cleanly, and give a controlled line. Pencils have different grades, measured on a scale of 9H–9B. B pencils are softer and make marks with a greater tonal range, whereas H pencils are harder and give more subtlety of tone.


Graphite sticks are similar to pencils, but are made of solid graphite and can vary in size; they often suit bolder mark-making and require less sharpening. Powdered graphite can be applied with a finger, a brush or rolled paper to create a mass of tone quickly.
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Graphite pencil
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Graphite stick
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CHARCOAL


Charcoal makes a matt black mark. It has a tendency to make expressive lines of varying weight and can be used for quickly blocking in tone. Willow charcoal comes in sticks that resemble twigs; it is brittle and makes a dark, dense mark when first applied, but can be easily rubbed off a surface, leaving a lighter tone behind.


Vine charcoal is usually cut into long, thin regular blocks, is often harder than willow and comes in different grades that can be built up to make subtle tonal gradients.


Compressed charcoal is ground charcoal bound into a stick or the core of a pencil using a wax or gum binder. Compressed charcoal generally makes a harder, denser mark than regular charcoal and is more difficult to erase.
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Willow charcoal
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Vine charcoal
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Compressed charcoal






SHARPENING


Different mediums and personal preferences require different approaches to sharpening. Pencils can be sharpened with a pencil sharpener or knife, although charcoal pencil has a tendency to shatter and should be treated carefully. Snapping willow charcoal will give you a sharp edge; sandpaper can be used for sharpening charcoal and graphite. Some charcoal pencils have a paper casing and can be unwrapped rather than sharpened.
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Paper casing
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Graphite pencil
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Knife
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Pencil sharpener





ERASING


Charcoal is best erased with a putty eraser. These come in various kneads: soft, medium and hard. The malleable eraser lifts the charcoal off the page and it often ends up black, but is still useable. Plastic erasers are ideal for erasing graphite and can be used for more precise work; try cutting plastic erasers to size with a craft knife. Think of the eraser as a drawing tool that can draw light back into dark, not just as a means of getting rid of mistakes.
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Putty eraser
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Plastic eraser






SMUDGING


At its worst, smudging a mark can be a lazy and imprecise way of creating tone; at its best it can be a way of making new marks and changing the nature of existing marks. Tortillions (tightly rolled paper sticks), cloth, erasers and fingers can all be used to smudge a mark.


FIXING


Spray-on fixative is useful for fixing your drawings to allow you to add more layers to your drawing or to avoid smudging in transit, particularly in sketchbooks where drawings made with a soft medium can imprint on the opposite page. Graphite doesn’t usually need to be fixed while charcoal almost invariably does. An artist- quality fixative is ideal, although hairspray can be a cheap (and fragrant) alternative.
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PENS


Pens are inherently linear and usually give a permanent mark that can’t be erased. Biros or ballpoint pens can give a surprising variety of line weight, fibre-tipped drawing pens give a consistent mark and good-quality felt-tipped pens make bold marks and come in different tones and colours. Fountain pens can be drawn with but aren’t always as well suited as their cheaper counterparts. Experiment with pens that are running out of ink; the broken line can make for interesting effects.
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Biro/ballpoint
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Fibre-tip





DIP PENS


Dip pens comprised of nib and holder can create energetic and varied lines, and, despite needing to be dipped into ink periodically, they are remarkably consistent. Find a nib best suited to your purpose; calligraphic nibs aren’t suited to most drawing styles, and mapping nibs can be too fine for sketching. Always clean the nib properly after use. Other materials can be cut, dipped into ink, and drawn with: bamboo, straws, sticks, feathers and brushes. Experiment with them all to find new ways of making marks.
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Dip/fountain pen
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Pens can be a great medium for practising your mark-making. This study, made with a dip pen and ink, uses both a variety of directional marks and areas of solid ink to convey the texture of a bird’s wing.









PAPER & SKETCHBOOKS


PAPER TYPE


Don’t overlook the importance of paper; it can make as much difference to the outcome of your drawing as the material you draw with. A good-quality drawing paper (cartridge paper) of an appropriate medium to heavy weight (65–145 lb., or 100–200 gsm) is suitable for most materials. Regular office paper, notebook paper and found papers can be useful for impromptu sketching, but will generally be too light and may not last. Sugar paper and newsprint are cheap, but become brittle and discolour quickly. Experiment with different paper to find the surface you most like to draw on: draftsmen who prefer to draw on a smooth surface may like Bristol board, while those preferring a heavy texture might prefer textured watercolour paper. If you want your drawings to last, use acid-free paper to avoid the paper discolouring over time.


WEIGHT


Weight of paper is measured in pounds per ream (poundage or lb.) or in grams per square metre (gsm). Papers between 65–145 lb. (100–200 gsm) are good for drawing on. The weight of the paper will affect the feel of the mark on the page – although weight doesn’t always relate to quality. Different papers will suit different preferences and mediums; before you buy, do a little research into the ideal paper for your preferred drawing material.
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COLOUR & TONE


Bleached white paper is most common, but you might wish to try an off-white, ivory or buff paper, as these will show off drawn marks more sympathetically and can be highlighted with white. You can use coloured papers, but if you do, first test how the medium looks on the paper.


SKETCHBOOKS


Sketchbooks are practical and personal; they protect your paper, keep your work in order and small sketchbooks are easy to carry around. Ring-bound books can be folded back, giving a flat plane of paper, but the bindings can break if treated roughly. Hardback sketchbooks are naturally supported; softback books can be cheap, but bend easily. Always think about the type of paper in your sketchbook, and find a size and dimension that suits your purposes. Loose paper can always be bound into a sketchbook later.
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Left: Ring-bound; Right: Hardback






DRAWING BOARDS


You’ll need a flat surface to rest your paper on, ideally something you can hold at an angle and take around with you while sketching. A rigid, lightweight piece of board slightly larger than your paper is ideal; pegs, clips or masking tape will secure your paper in place.
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