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To know how to draw you need to think about how to look, because to draw is to look and report on what you have seen. This report may be dramatic, whispered, assured and confident, or tentative. It may tell all or imply more than it states directly. But if the report is actually wrong, then not only is nothing explained but the process of creating it is dispiriting and futile. When we learn to count, we aim for accuracy. The spelling bee winner misses no letters, and as we learn foreign languages, we try (hard) to learn the correct tenses, genders and declensions. It is the same with drawing. There are many styles, but the basic aim remains the same: to express what you see in a way that explains that to others. As we learn to draw better, we also learn to understand, to analyse, and to explore and understand our world and its inhabitants. This exercise is more than an expression of a desire to decorate or to kill time or amuse. It is, in fact, a vital and near-universal mode of communication: a cube or a duck, a cone or a tree, are instantly recognizable and allow us to speak to those who find our written or spoken language inexplicably alien. Conversely, drawing that is wrong is obviously so to any viewer: a curve too steep or angle too acute are equally out of kilter in Japan, Mexico or in your home town.





WHO AM I?
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A self-portrait is worth avoiding at all costs! But here, in writing and for once without a drawing, is some kind of explanation of my work. I am a draughtsman, a painter and a designer (also, I guess, a gardener, writer and teacher). My working hours are flexible, often beginning uncompanionably early, especially in the summer, and continuing into the evening, but rarely after 10 p.m. I work sitting or standing and usually with two or more dogs on a bed or sofa nearby. I am lucky to have a lot of room and to be able to leave work and materials out and not have to clear away to make a kitchen table for supper. I work alone, but with a book being read to me via my phone as company.


I grew up in a family that drew – for work and for pleasure. My parents were both accomplished draughtsmen, although my mother sometimes let her naturally iconographic expressions draw her away from genuine accuracy, while my father’s more academic discipline meant that simplistic child-art never felt good enough (at least to me). Drawing was the principal activity on family holidays and, in one form or another, in the evenings or at weekends. From the age of 13, I had a marvellous and totally engaged teacher who helped my drawing grow up. His faultless drawing allowed him to explain errors and weakness simply and kindly. He taught me to look.


My work is varied: sometimes I paint the plants and flowers around me; at other times I work on commissions or produce designs for the pottery company founded by my ex-wife Emma Bridgewater. Inspiration and subject matter are largely provided by my immediate surroundings and, where possible, with the fruit or flower placed on a sheet of white paper on my desk. Watercolour is almost invariably my medium, so I know it quite well. I use pans, not tubes, and love the way that supersaturated colours are so intense and bright on the white Arches paper I favour. I don’t think my work is that different now from its younger self, but when I look back, I see that there is an agonizingly slow but traceable improvement in my drawing, which I hope will continue.


My influences are many and varied, but the watercolours of John Sell Cotman, David Hockney, Edward Burra and Patrick Procktor are important, as are the drawings and paintings of Samuel Palmer and Stanley Spencer. Travelling has been a really important part of my painting both in terms of subject matter (predictably, Venice is something or somewhere to which I always return) and also, more importantly, as stimulation to change and grow. Sometimes an exhibition can really jolt one’s work (Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms at the British Library and The Great Mughals: Art, Architecture and Opulence at the Victoria and Albert Museum both made me stop and stare), and often a gallery visit makes me lean away from designs towards painting, although those visual stimulations are really important in terms of design as well.


Drawing may be work for me, but there are times when it plays another role. Drawing makes escape routes. You can draw the world you want – the way you wish things were or might be – and even if the world around you is your model (and for me it is endlessly full of subjects and models), there are always improvements to be made.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



This book is a very basic companion for a rather complicated journey. It would be silly and untruthful to say that drawing is easy. Fun, absorbing, beautiful, calming and personally stretching, yes, but easy… not really. If you are looking for easy, then go for colouring in. It’s not surprising that this has become something of a pastime for creative adults in the last decade. There is tremendous skill in carefully colouring in a complex image, and also judgement and inspiration in choosing which colours and tones to employ as you do so. But it is still, in essence, far easier, as the drawing has been done. In fact, some of the lessons in this book, for example the section on directional light and shading or that on how to use watercolour, might be usefully employed in a colouring project.


But this book is really about looking and drawing – both natural and universal habits but both (if they are to help you grow and learn) difficult. Teaching drawing on and off for a long time – to students at art school or university, in schools or indeed in my own studio – has shown me that I can be a bit bossy and critical. I hope that the format of a book and the comfort of your own home will insulate you from that! But if some of that tone does break through and you find me a slightly fierce taskmaster or one whose suggested exercises are a bit testing, well, that is probably an indication that something is working.
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Perspective is the hardest aspect of drawing if you are unfamiliar with the approach. It requires the most sustained attention and focus. We are taught early on about the rules of one- and two-point perspective, vanishing points and horizons, and they are all really important. I have included a bit of that in this book because some very simple rules are useful, but my inclination is always towards measuring rather than employing rules because I am as interested in looking as in drawing, and measuring requires that above all.


The work of an artist or designer seems now pretty universally to be described as their practice. This is fairly new – it was not common currency 40 years ago when I began to work. But I have come to like the label, as drawing does require practice. The repetition of tasks, measuring and resolving the uncertainties that a pianist or even an acrobat must do both to learn and then to retain their skills is in fact needed for a drawer as well. Practice may not make perfect, but it does fix new learning and make new skills familiar. So, this book is about learning a practice.


This book is also a series of exercises that are fun but progressive. Each one addresses one element of the job, and most might usefully be done several times using a different subject. Because if you draw only once a week, then, like playing the piano, it’s hard to get any better.


Lastly, this book is about having fun. Drawing isn’t a chore or an insurmountable peak to climb. It’s a total joy and one way to be more in your own world – to understand what you see around you and to explore the detail, the form, the structure and the colour of your environment.


DO AS I SAY


My first-year tutor at the Central School of Art and Design in London was the distinguished theatre designer Pamela Howard. She was emphatic and authoritative and taught us brilliantly and made us work hard. Her welcoming advice as we began the year was, paraphrased, that she would teach the way she worked – her techniques for and ways of designing sets and costumes for an opera or play. She was generous, proffering solutions and routes along which to go to resolve the many questions raised by such a complicated design process. It was not, she most clearly emphasized, the only way, but it was her only way, and if we wanted to get the most from that year, we would do well to learn her methods. If later they were useful and could be employed in a more universal way, that was good, and if not, that knowledge was banked for reference.


Perhaps that is the only way one can really teach drawing. There may be some basic laws that are a form of rightness from which one might subsequently choose to diverge, but another approach altogether would not be invalid. There are, however, conventions, and these allow us to concur to use a common visual language. And I do think there is a generally accepted way of drawing that is perceived as right. Not one particular style or technique (these are endlessly variable) but perhaps more a visual language that, pared down, is understood by all and which is the basis for further creative work.


So, as you follow the exercises and ideas in this book, try to stick with me, follow my occasionally bossy suggestions and, when or if you feel you have exhausted those lessons, you can either use them as a framework for your own practice or move on to a freer and more expressionistic approach. Good luck!
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Getting started







WHAT DO YOU NEED?



Prehistoric humans made astonishing drawings with burnt earths, water and sticks as brushes. Stranded on a desert island, incarcerated or bored in a meeting, it is possible to make do with even the least promising materials. But if you want the best results, it is far easier with good tools. That said, I find the fewer different things you have, the easier it is to make sure you have enough of them and that they are in good condition. I don’t like too much kit, so here is what I work with...


PAPER


I am always excited by new paper arriving. The blank sheet doesn’t scare me; it makes me incredibly excited, as does breaking up the sheets into smaller pieces


A sketchbook is invaluable when drawing initial ideas or studies, as loose sheets tend to disappear and are impossible to find when you want to use them as reference. My sketchbook is made of quite an absorbent cartridge paper in a deep ivory and is A5. Shiny white can also be nice, but this is what I use. A landscape (horizontal) format is easier to hold and put on your lap or table, and I therefore find it more useful than portrait format.


A larger pad of heavy cartridge paper is useful if you want to be more expansive. As long as it is of high enough quality, it can usually take watercolour or coloured inks as well. Bear in mind that they will not behave as washes, as the surface is not absorbent enough. As my sketchbook is quite small (A5), I use A3 pads.


Now there are some terms to deal with. Proper watercolour paper is sold by the sheet and identified by weight and type of surface. Imperial weights (in pounds) refer to the weight of a ream of that particular size and thickness of paper (e.g. 200lb), while metric weights are the weight (in grams) of a square metre of the same (e.g. 425gsm). Papers are then divided by surface: rough is self-explanatory, while not means it is ‘not hot-pressed’, and is not rough but has enough texture in the surface of the paper to hold on to larger washes of colour. Hot-pressed paper is super smooth and suits more detailed work.
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