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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 blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


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




I myself could see more clearly and knew more about myself, for inside me also the universe existed not just in two dimensions but in three.


– Jacques Lusseyran





Foreword
The life room


Anyone who has spent any time working in the life room as a student or teacher will know too well how hard it is to see. Some struggle to make judgements about the relative relationships of form in space; others fail to project onto the world a fantasy of their own making. Some learn through diligence how to measure and structure, but fail to find an empathy with hand and touch. And finally, there are some who manage all of the above, but remain as machines failing to give life to the figure through an imaginative understanding of sign and metaphor.


The ‘Life Room’ is just that: a room with life in it; a life that must be directed and re-joined with the wisdom of experience, the knowledge of learning and the maturity of a generous eye. It asks that we look honestly and objectively without losing the dignity of our subjectivity.


Drawing from the human form is the practice of these relationships. It is not a single skill, but a complex and holistic set of skills. When you draw from a screen or flat image you are transcribing code; when you draw from a present human being you contend with everything: their sense of form, weight, breath, temperature, even their temperament. They may be still (or not), but you sense their stillness not as you do a still image but as an act of patience and presence.


The joy of life drawing is its directness: just you and the model. Contained in that dynamic is every problem we may face with looking. It is never ‘mastered’, as both we and they change; the way I see the world today is not the same as I saw it yesterday. Life drawing is central to the visual imagination. It asks everything of anyone who has ever stood in front of another human being and attempted to find an equivalent to that experience through sensation, perception and imagination. Any and every artist who has attempted this at any time in the human story has faced the same set of problems uniquely, set within a specific context. The brain is not fixed; it can learn to see – or not. And learning to see one another is always central to our understanding of self, community and environment.


Drawing from the figure can be misunderstood as a mere exercise, an exercise that no longer has relevance to those who do not make images from the human form. This is a mistake. Not because it isn’t an exercise, but because the imaginative flexibility and empathic depth it gives is always relevant to all visual forms. We must always be flexible, agile and empathetic to see one another and the space that we occupy.


– Matthew Burrows MBE





Introduction


Any figure drawing made today is inherently contemporary; it is concerned with what it means to be alive in a body and to bear witness to another person through drawn marks. The process of looking and responding both grounds you in the present and connects you to a tradition of visual mark-making that predates written language. Through engagement and application, everybody can learn to draw more confidently and competently – this book introduces the universal foundations of seeing, feeling and knowing, on which you can build a stronger figure-drawing practice.






Learning to draw the figure


Drawing is not an innate ability; like all skills it is developed through practice. Anybody with a will to draw can learn to draw better and over time, practice will always take you further than natural talent alone. Learning to draw is like climbing a hill – at the start, you might chart your destination on a map, but all you can really see is the top of the rise ahead of you. Along the way you might find yourself meandering along paths that you hadn’t seen from the foot of the hill; the journey is never quite the one you expected to take. On reaching the top and seeing the vista in front of you, your initial goal will have become just the first point of a much greater exploration. You might take up drawing in order to achieve a likeness in a portrait or to learn to draw convincing figures from life, but once you’ve started climbing – once you dedicate regular time to drawing – you will find yourself developing new intentions that you could not have anticipated when you first began. There are no fixed rules for learning to draw well, but there are attitudes that will help you to put your own development in context at different stages.


AT THE START


Drawing is a visual language and your life drawings are rooted in observations of the figure, so the first lessons you learn will be lessons of looking. Even if you don’t ultimately intend to make visually accurate drawings, a rigorous observational foundation will train you to see your subject clearly. Start by repeating simple exercises, keep to a limited range of drawing materials and don’t put pressure on yourself to create any finished outcomes.


Use these principles to help you:


• Hours not years. The speed of improvement is relative to the hours you put in, not the months or years since you started. If you spend three hours a week drawing and your friend does the same for one hour, then after a year of practice you will be two years ahead of them.


• Start simple, repeat what works. Find exercises you enjoy and repeat them again and again.


• Manageable goals, regular application. Set yourself goals to draw for a certain number of hours every week. Make drawing your way of interacting with and exploring the world around you.


• Find a community. Learning alongside other people is critical for support and inspiration. Draw with your friends, start attending a life class or join an online community.


• Learn to enjoy learning. Enjoy the exercises and processes for the experience rather than the final outcome.


AS YOU PROGRESS


As you become more confident and competent, you should aim to both deepen and broaden your understanding of what drawing is and what it can be. Start to explore a wider range of marks and materials and move beyond just looking, employing exercises that help you tap into the experienced, bodily aspects of poses, using input from all of your senses.


• Process not outcome. Rather than trying hard to make good drawings, focus on learning to draw well. If a drawing hasn’t worked, spending time polishing it will, at best, improve only that one picture. Drawings are expressions of a process, so by focusing on improving the process itself, rather than refining specific outcomes, you will stand a better chance of making more successful drawings in the future.


• Keep all your drawings. Return regularly to look at all the drawings you have made. The strongest ones help boost your confidence, the weakest ones show you how far you’ve come, and the average drawings will help you to gauge your progress (see Judging progress over time).


• Practise what you are bad at. You will not get better at drawing the parts of the body you avoid. Regularly practise drawing the parts of the pose you have avoided until you feel more confident approaching them.


• Be patient. Most people overestimate how much they’ll improve in the first six months, but underestimate how good they can get in the first five years.


FURTHER DOWN THE LINE


As you become more experienced and your skills more established, you will hit plateaus in your learning, particularly as you direct less time to exercises and more to creating outcomes. Your intentions become more focused and you may develop specific preferences for materials that suit your preferred process. The following attitudes will often become relevant to your practice:


• Cultivate personal vision. Through drawing, you learn to engage with both the world around and the world within you. While you shouldn’t agonize over style, it is important to cultivate your own personal vision through practice, repetition and self-reflection. Ideas rarely arrive as sudden flashes – inspiration will come through application.


• Return to fundamental principles. As you become more experienced you may be able to compensate for lazy observations with well-practised marks. Regularly return to basic perceptual drawing principles to prevent your work from becoming formulaic.


• Stay in shape. Drawing is like running – you can’t get to a high level of fitness and expect to stay there without further exercise. Maintain regular observational drawing to stay in shape.


• Break habits. If your drawings start to feel stale, challenge yourself by trying an unfamiliar material, exercise or subject.


• Borrow from other artists. Broaden your tastes by looking at other artists’ work; don’t just stick to the work that you think you like. Take lessons by borrowing from their mark-making, ideas and processes.


• Take responsibility for your own learning. We are all subject to a complex network of input from peers, tutors and visual culture at large. Artists who study at an institution still have to manage their own learning, and those who don’t will still have to learn from a wide range of sources. Nobody is truly self-taught and the most valuable lessons that you will learn about drawing come from drawing itself.
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Towards better drawing


The best figure drawings are made in the heat of an honest, ongoing exploration of the figure. Whatever medium they might be drawn in and whatever traditions of drawing inform them, they are the result of a focused attempt to respond to another human being in meaningful marks. In order to draw better yourself, you will need to have an idea of what better drawing means to you.




SETTING INTENTIONS


There is no fundamentally right or wrong way to draw and there is no such thing as a fundamentally good or bad drawing. To make judgements about a drawing, you must know its intention and its context. If your goal is visual accuracy, then you can judge the success of your drawing on whether it looks like the subject or not, but few figure drawings can be judged on accuracy alone. A drawing that is intended to describe the energetic qualities of a model’s pose is successful when it taps into felt aspects of movement and gesture – its visual accuracy becomes less important. If a drawing is made purely as a learning exercise, then it is successful if it facilitates learning, regardless of how it turns out, and a process-led drawing might succeed on completion alone, irrespective of its outcome. In order to judge how successful your drawings have been, you will need to understand your own intentions.
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ASSESSING DRAWINGS AS YOU MAKE THEM


In the long moment of looking that observational drawing demands, all of your attention should be focused on perceiving and responding, with little room for conscious assessment. At its best it is a breath-holding, knife-edge of a moment; a state that you only realise you were in as you leave it. It takes years to cultivate that attentive, flowing state, but nothing hinders its development more than a nagging internal critic, narrating the failings of your drawing as you make it. You will need to learn to switch off that voice, and that often means replacing it with something more helpful.


Replace your inner critic


To replace your inner critic you must cultivate an inner tutor; an inner critic makes statements whereas an inner tutor asks questions. When you are drawing, allow yourself to be in the moment of drawing without internal distractions or feedback. If you find your inner critic starts nagging at you, stop your drawing, step back and invoke your inner tutor – turn your critic’s statements into questions that you can answer through drawing.


Ask better questions


If your inner critic makes a statement like ‘That leg doesn’t look very good’, your inner tutor will need to turn that into a question that you can answer through your process: ‘How can that leg be improved?’ A better question might be more precise: ‘Have I looked hard enough at the shapes of shadow around that knee?’ Train yourself to turn your own internal criticisms into positive questions, and to make those questions as effective as possible.


JUDGING PROGRESS OVER TIME


Never judge your progress by the last drawing you made – if it was a weak drawing you might feel dispirited and if it was a strong drawing you risk being disappointed if your next drawing isn’t as good. Date all of your drawings and store them away, without looking at them too much. After three months, once you are further from the moment of their making and less emotionally attached to them, spread them out in chronological order to help you see your own improvement and notice recurring problems that you can then work to solve. Any single drawing can succeed or fail for reasons beyond your control. Your very best drawings will often be better than anything else you make for a while, and your very worst drawings will always be terrible – in fact, they’ll often become worse as you get better and start to take more risks. It is your average drawings that should be your measure of improvement.


NOTES ON STYLE


Beginners and improvers talk a lot about style – they ask whether they have a style and how they should pick a style for themselves. The reality is that drawing style is like personality; you are often too close to your own to see it clearly and you have little conscious control over how it develops. Style is just a word we give to the common elements that unite a body of work and it is only when you look back at your collected drawings that you will see the marks and themes that hold your own practice together. Your style will be led by a combination of the colours and shapes that appeal to your eye, the materials that you enjoy using and the visual culture you engage with. Although you can’t change your own inclinations quickly, you can expose yourself to new subjects and other artists’ work, as well as developing skills that help you to express your ideas and observations more eloquently. It can be hard to come to terms with the drawings that you make – your style might not be what you expect and your best work might not be the kind of thing you’d hang on your own wall, and you sometimes have to accept that. Ultimately, it will take a lifetime to learn to draw like yourself.
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The skills of drawing


Drawing is a holistic skill that requires simultaneous sensory, emotional, intellectual and physical engagement. To develop an embodied understanding of drawing, you’ll need to compound small amounts of theoretical knowledge with significant practical application. While you might think you understand the ideas of drawing in principle, real understanding will only be achieved in the midst of a practical process. Early in your development, the revelations will come thick and fast, changing the way you see the world around you. Later, they become increasingly subtle and infrequent, with more time spent drawing between them. The essential lessons of drawing will also change their meaning as you draw – you might derive one set of lessons from the basic principles on your first encounter with them, a different set of lessons from the same ideas after a hundred hours of drawing, and new lessons again after a thousand hours. The lessons can be broken down into skills of perception, mark-making and design, supported by knowledge of your subject and directed by your personal vision.




PERCEPTUAL SKILLS


Whether you ultimately intend to draw from imagination, memory or observation, perceptual skills will form the backbone of your drawing education. They will develop in tandem with your mark-making skills: as you try to represent what you perceive in drawn marks, you will learn to perceive those qualities more clearly. Chapter 2: Learning to See explores the accurate observation of shape and tone; Chapter 3: Beyond Looking focuses on the perception of gesture, form and surface; Chapter 4: Representation touches upon the perception of depth.
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MARK-MAKING SKILLS


Mark-making skills are the physical skills of drawing; the articulation of experience as drawn marks on a surface. If we think of drawing as a visual language, the marks we make are our vocabulary, intrinsically linked to the materials in which they are made. Mark-making pages are scattered throughout this book, alongside the perceptual skills to which they relate.
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DESIGN SKILLS


The conscious and intuitive choices that you make when you place your model on the page help you to cultivate the skills of abstract composition and visual storytelling that will later be critical to making developed artwork. Chapter 4 introduces how those skills can be explored through life drawing.
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KNOWLEDGE


Early in your learning, your knowledge about how the figure should look will stand in the way of clear observation, leading you to draw what you think the body looks like rather than how it actually appears. During the first stages of your drawing education, you should lay knowledge aside and rely on the innocent freshness of your observations. As your perceptual skills develop, knowledge about the structure and underlying volumes of the body will become useful again, supporting clear observations of the figure. For that reason, anatomical information is included only in the final chapter of this book.
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PERSONAL VISION


The personal vision that informs the intention of your work is particular to you and although it cannot be taught, it can be nurtured. By maintaining integrity in your drawing process and engaging critically with historical and contemporary drawing practices, you can help that vision develop and thrive. Inspiration does not come as a lightning strike, but builds through the work of engaging with drawing, with your own ideas and with your experiences of the world around you.
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Using this book


Learning to draw from the figure is a life-long apprenticeship, not least because your own goals will continue to recede away from you as you become better practiced and more ambitious. This book is intended to accompany you on that long journey and it can be used as a linear course to be worked through over several years or as a reference book to support your regular drawing. While you can dip in and out of Chapter 1: Materials, you should work through Chapter 2: Learning to See and Chapter 3: Beyond Looking in order to gain a foundation of essential drawing skills – take the time to repeat exercises over and again and allow yourself to pursue worthwhile tangents. Chapter 4: Representation will help to bridge the gap between drawing as an exercise and drawing as image-making, while Chapter 5: Construction is a reference chapter of supporting knowledge.


TYPES OF PAGES


Media – Concentrated in Chapter 1, these pages introduce commonly used life drawing media that you might come across.


Tools – These pages cover perceptual aids like viewfinders and tools to help you to maintain your media.


Exercises – Exercises will form the core of your early development. They are intended to train you to perceive and represent particular aspects of your subject and should be regularly repeated with a focus on the activity rather than the outcome. Consider looking up the inspirational artists recommended on these pages, and experiment with your own variations of the exercises once you have become confident using them.


Ideas & skills – These pages break down the ideas that underpin the exercises in the book and explain the skills you’ll need to develop in order to improve.


Processes – Where Exercise pages set clear boundaries to help you practise specific skills, Process pages present attitudes and orders of working that help you to put those skills into practice. Processes are open-ended, can be adapted to your own needs and will lead you towards a more conclusive drawn outcome.


Mark-making – These pages introduce aspects of visual vocabulary that coincide with the perceptual skills in each chapter.


In context – These pages provide examples of contemporary and historical artists whose drawings exemplify the attitudes of the chapter.


Overviews – Located at the beginning of Chapter 5, these pages present rotations of the figure from different angles, to provide context to the more focused exploration of the different zones of the figure.


Zones – In Chapter 5, the body has been broken down into key zones. These pages focus on the common drawing issues, underlying shapes and the visible anatomy of each zone.


Variations – These pages highlight the variations of pose and body shape that might affect the visible expression of different zones.


Summaries – The summary pages at the end of Chapters 2, 3, and 4 pull together the learning points of each chapter. The zones of the body and 65 key elements of anatomy covered in Chapter 5 are are summarized on the end of the book, which you can turn to for reference while you read.


Good habits – Throughout this book you will find these boxes offering tips to help you put the lessons of the page into action as effectively as possible.






In the life class


The dedicated life drawing studio is a unique environment: lit like a theatre, it has the contemplative mood of a church and the industrious bustle of a classroom. Some spaces have served as life rooms for decades – their floors chequered with the masking tape that marked the positions of hundreds of poses and their easels thick with dried paint and charcoal dust. Some spaces transform into life rooms briefly – village halls might host well-spaced retirees who arrive with baskets of drawing supplies and lay out protective cloths like picnic blankets, while music venues might host sketchbook-wielding students crammed elbow-to-elbow on a quiet night of the week. Each space is special and wonderful, a closed capsule in which everybody must feel safe to make themselves vulnerable – life models and drawers alike.


THE LIFE DRAWING TRINITY


There are three roles that must be filled in a life drawing class. The life model is the focus of the class and the inspiration for the work made there; some artists’ models are professional, others occasional; many are artists themselves and some lead their own classes. Then there is the student – whether professional artist or first-time amateur, everybody at a life class is a student of drawing. Finally, there is the session leader, who is required to hold the space, ensuring the model can dedicate their attention to their poses and keeping time on the class. In a tutored class, they might teach in the session, while in an informal class they might simply be a volunteer student overseeing proceedings, but in either case they have an important role to play. Good communication and mutual respect between the session leader, model and students is critical to the effective running of a class – the better run the life class, the more committed the models will be to their poses and the more dedicated the drawers will be to their work.
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THE UNCLOTHED BODY


‘Life drawing’ refers to drawing an unclothed model from direct observation; ‘figure drawing’ encompasses any drawing of the clothed or unclothed human figure. Popular culture usually presents the unclothed body as either sexual, medical or comedic; a source of titillation or shame. The supportive atmosphere of a good life class should provide a context in which the model can be unclothed without any of these connotations and should promote no bodily ideal except variety. In this context, the unclothed body can be seen as simultaneously unsensational and a source of wonder. By drawing the unclothed body, we can gain an insight into the genuine variety of the human figure, helping us to understand our own bodies through observing the bodies of others.


FINDING A CLASS


In-person life drawing classes take many different forms: they might be independent or part of an institution; tutored or untutored; run as drop-in sessions or as set-term courses. Whatever their structure, life drawing classes can form the central hub of an art community, a place where people of diverse backgrounds and ages come together to share in a collective experience of looking and drawing. In that environment of shared endeavour, you are likely to learn as much from your peers as from the tutor, and the support of fellow students will help you to maintain confidence in your drawing as you develop. When you first attend a new class, make sure you have all of the equipment and information you need before heading along, and don’t be afraid to ask questions – everybody else was new to the class once.


Questions to ask:


• Before attending – Ask the organizer if easels and drawing boards will be provided. Are materials provided, or do you need to bring your own? How many poses will there be and what lengths will those poses be? Is the class tutored or untutored?


• On arriving – Check the pose lengths with the session leader. Look at where the model will be posing, where the light source is, and think about what kind of light you’d like to draw on the model so that you can position yourself accordingly.


HOW TO PREPARE


If you’re attending a tutored course, you will most likely be provided with a materials list. If not, bring more paper than you think you need but don’t overcomplicate your materials – the suggestions below provide a starting point. If the sessions is untutored, you might want to take a photocopied or written set of exercises to try at the class – use the ones at the end of this chapter is you’re just starting, or exercises from this book that are suitable for the aspects of drawing that you are currently exploring.




Simple kit


• A hardback sketchbook


• Several ballpoint pens


• A 3B pencil


• An eraser


• A sharpener
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Extended kit


• Charcoal


• Fixative


• An eraser


• A sharpener


• Ballpoint pens


• A 3B pencil


• A drawing board


• Board clips or masking tape


• A sketchbook


• Plenty of cartridge paper


• A folder to carry everything in
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CLASS ETIQUETTE


All life drawing communities have their own conventions: some play music, others don’t; some provide materials, others expect you to bring your own; some classes have a set seating plan while others are a free-for-all. Here are a few universal points to bear in mind:


• Avoid making positive or negative comments about your model’s appearance; if you’ve really enjoyed drawing them and want to show your appreciation, compliment their poses and their professionalism. Remember that they can hear anything you say to other people in the class as they are posing.


• It’s okay to talk to the life model in breaks – they are often artists themselves and might have insights to offer about their experiences either side of the easel.


• Don’t photograph the model – photographic modelling and life modelling are different disciplines and taking photos to work from later detracts from the urgent necessity of making the drawing.
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THE HIERARCHY OF CONSISTENCY


While a photograph captures a fleeting moment, a life drawing records an ongoing experience, becoming a record of shared time and mutual presence. The subtle shifts in your living, breathing model’s pose serve as a reminder of their humanity and force you to constantly reassess your drawing. If you are used to working from photographs then this movement might seem frustrating, but you should see it as an advantage – it is your responsibility to learn to deal with the movement, whether you re-draw each shifted contour or rationalize the variations into a single consistent shape. Some parts of the pose will move more than others and you can use the scale opposite to predict which aspects of the pose will stay most consistent.




MOST CONSISTENT




Furniture – Walls, floors, chairs and tables are not likely to move.


Figure – Will move every break, but easy to return to position.


Face – Head may turn and tilt a little; easy to return to position.


Fabric – The shapes of clothing, drapery and hair will change every break.


Fingers – Hands will change each break; hard to return to position.


Features – Eyes dart and expressions can change during a sitting.





LEAST CONSISTENT







GOOD HABITS: ORDER OF DRAWING


In a long pose, a model might stretch every 20 minutes or so – it is a good habit to start drawing the more transient aspects of a pose immediately after a stretch, rather than just before one.









Learning to draw figures at home


There are lots of reasons you might be learning to draw from home: the barriers of cost and availability may stop you getting to a life class; disability or illness might make it easier for you to work from your own space. Whether you are drawing from home as your sole experience of figure drawing or you are doing it to support your time at in-person life drawing classes, the following considerations will help you to get the most from it.


FINDING BALANCE


If you are drawing from home, most of your figure reference will be two-dimensional – either printed or screen-based. To develop a complete understanding of the skills of figure drawing, you will need to regularly draw from three-dimensional subjects. Supplement drawing from secondary sources with the following ideas:




Draw yourself –


From portraits in the mirror to drawings of your own hands and feet.
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Draw people out and about –


Moving and still figures from life; from people on the street to friends and family at home.
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Draw objects and spaces –


To connect with environments and improve your perception of depth and form, make drawings of the spaces and objects around you.


DRAWING FROM SECONDARY SOURCES


Drawing directly from the model is a primary experience in which you both share the same space and time frame. Drawing a model from a secondary source creates a distance between the two of you. Whether it is the physical distance of space created by a live-streamed drawing class or the distance of both space and time created by a photograph, it is important to be aware that each degree of separation takes you a step further away from the truth of the model’s human presence.


Drawing from a live-streamed class


Online live-streamed life classes follow a similar format to in-person life drawing classes. In these sessions, the model films themselves live while students log in to draw them in real time. Although it provides an inferior image to a photograph, it replicates some of the community and presence of a life class. You should draw from the biggest screen you have available and set yourself up in a similar fashion to an in-person class, standing at an easel, or sitting down with an angled sketchbook or drawing board.


Drawing from photographs


Photographic reference, whether printed or screen-based, presents a single consistent image and can freeze the model’s pose for longer than they could physically hold it, enabling you to make more sustained drawings. While we have come to treat photographs as synonymous with observed truth, it is important to recognize their limitations. Although cameras don’t suffer the same accidental inaccuracy as the drawer’s eye, their interpretations of light are limited by their settings, lens distortion and single point of focus. When you are drawing a model from a photograph, it is important to see its imagery as a starting point for your drawing, not an end point; if your only aim is to reproduce the imagery of the camera perfectly, then you will have brought nothing of your own understanding to the model in the picture. The photo can help to channel the look of the model, but you will need to use your own experience of tactile surfaces and physical form to enrich the drawing. Consider timing your drawings to maintain urgency.
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Drawing from recorded footage


While recorded footage of a pose has neither the resolution of a photograph nor the presence of a live-streamed model, it provides a greater sense of character than a photograph and will help you draw within a set time limit.
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