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Introduction



SKETCHBOOKS HAVE BEEN INTEGRAL TO ARTISTS’ PROCESSES FOR hundreds of years. A sketchbook is a place to record ideas, experiment, and try out new things. It’s not a finished work of art, and it’s not made to be displayed publicly; it’s a private place for an artist to grow creatively. Sometimes sketchbooks can turn out to be incredibly beautiful—but they don’t have to be beautiful. They can be messy or meticulous, scruffy or structured; they can be anything you need them to be. Your sketchbook is for the benefit of you, the artist.


I don’t know why working in a sketchbook is different from simply sketching on loose sheets of paper, but it is. Something about holding all those sketches, notes, paintings, and color studies safely between two covers makes them special. They are shielded from prying eyes until we are ready to work on them again. The book format also makes them very portable. It’s easy to pop your sketchbook into your bag and take it with you, ready to sketch on location whenever inspiration hits.


Keeping a sketchbook is a wonderfully rewarding pursuit for artists and hobbyists alike, but with the sketchbook comes the fear of the blank page. We can put so much pressure on ourselves for the sketchbook to be like a coffee table book—every page perfect and beautiful. But the truth is that the purpose of the sketchbook isn’t for someone else to flick through it and be impressed. Your sketchbook is for you alone. In between those pages is your safe place to explore, experiment, track your progress, and sometimes mess up. My sketchbook is full of unfinished paintings, abandoned sketches, and things that didn’t quite turn out like I’d hoped. That’s completely normal! We need to make mistakes sometimes if we’re going to grow as artists.
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Tottenham Marshes, gouache, 2020








Working in a sketchbook, particularly on location, is an innately mindful practice. You become completely focused on the things you are sketching or painting and completely immersed in the place and the atmosphere. In this book we will be looking at how using a sketchbook is a wonderful way to find your style, increase your creative confidence, explore color, and develop as an artist. I will discuss how using a sketchbook has been pivotal in my own work and share many practical exercises to get you sketching and painting. I also include interviews with several artists and illustrators who use sketchbooks in unique and inspiring ways. My aim is that by the end of the book you will be full of ideas, ready to start sketching, and enjoying the process with no pressure or expectations.













History of the Sketchbook



The history of drawing goes back much further than the history of sketchbooks. Keeping all your sketches and notes together in a bound book is a relatively recent innovation in the history of art. One of the first great sketchbook users was Leonardo da Vinci, who used his to plan paintings, make notes, and create tiny meticulous sketches. These sketchbooks were for his own private use, a tool helping him plan his work.


Sketchbooks have been pivotal to the processes of many great artists, from Picasso to Turner to Kahlo. Each artist uses their sketchbook differently in the way that works best for them. Picasso’s sketchbook pages are bold and lively, approaching different subjects with different materials, flitting from idea to idea. Turner’s sketchbooks are moody and atmospheric, with carefully observed landscapes and seascapes rendered in watercolors—simultaneously loose yet meticulous. Kahlo’s sketchbooks are dense with scribbled notes and overlaid imagery, as much a diary as a sketchbook, and they are deeply private. These sketchbook pages give us an insight into each artist’s working process and perhaps their mindset as well.


Whenever I visit a major retrospective of an artist, it is always such a treat when I get to see some of their sketchbooks on display in the exhibition. When we look at paintings, sculptures, or installations, we know they were intended for the public to see, but when we get a glimpse inside their sketchbook, we are looking at the inner workings of the artist’s mind. It feels like a real privilege to see their process—their private thoughts and preliminary sketches—in their unfinished, vulnerable state.













My Personal Sketchbook Practice



I have been working fairly consistently in a sketchbook for over half of my life so far, since I was about sixteen years old. All the sketchbooks I filled in those years are lined up on the shelves of my studios, and looking back through them instantly transports me to another place and time. I can see how my style has changed and developed, how I tried new materials, went to new places, and experienced new things. When I need a reference image or I’m stuck for ideas, my sketchbooks are always there. If you have used any of my other published books, then some of my sketches might look slightly familiar. Often my own sketches inspire the projects in my watercolor and gouache books. What’s in my sketchbook could end up a project in a book, a print in my online shop, or a reference image for an illustration commission. Sometimes I come back from a drawing trip ready to turn my sketches into prints and products straight away, and sometimes sketches stay in my sketchbook for years, waiting for the perfect project to come along. No time spent working on your sketchbook is ever wasted; you never know what might become the seed of an idea. If I had to choose what objects to save from a burning building, I would save my sketchbooks because they are irreplaceable.






[image: image]











[image: image]

Sketches from the Natural History Museum in London, pencil, 2009








My sketchbooks have evolved over time. For a long time they contained only pencil sketches, probably due to me taking the name sketchbook very literally. I’ve worked in sketchbooks while standing in museums and parks, sitting in cafés, and in sun and rain and even snow. During one memorable sketching trip to Paris in January, I mastered sketching while wearing gloves. Over time I’ve incorporated more color, and now my sketchbooks are predominantly painted, using water-color, gouache, colored pencils, and pastels. My sketchbooks are a mixture of observation and imagination, working from life and some photos but also from flights of fancy.


Sketchbooking on location is one of my favorite things to do, particularly when traveling. I’ve painted and sketched from Mexican beaches, Peruvian hillsides, and Parisian cafés. These sketches provide a rich source of inspiration when I return home and often form the basis for other projects.
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Sketches from Paris, pencil, 2010








Sketchbooking is the gift that you give your future self. All those hours spent filling up pages of sketchbooks—drawing people, places, animals, and objects—were an investment in my future artistic self, although I didn’t know it at the time. I was building myself a reference library of inspiration and images that will always be there for me.






[image: image]

Sketches from Norway, mixed media, 2022








As my own sketchbook practice has developed, it’s become almost like a form of meditation for me. At the beginning of my working day, I sit down and do twenty minutes of painting or drawing in my sketchbook, and this frees up my mind in a wonderful way. When I haven’t been able to do any work in my sketchbook for a few days or weeks, I find I’m itching to go back to it. There is release through pouring yourself onto the page; it’s a bit like journaling. Artists often refer to a “sketchbook practice” because it’s about more than the result—it’s about the practice of sitting down and working in your sketchbook on a regular basis, and this continued routine reaps such wonderful rewards.
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Sketch from Sicily, watercolor, 2020



















Filling Up Your Creative Cup



Creating art comes from the soul, and we can’t just pour out creativity endlessly; we also need to top up our internal reserves. When your creative cup is full, you feel inspired, you have ideas, and things feel possible. When I had a baby, I spent several months not painting at all, then many months frantically painting while the baby napped, trying to meet my deadlines. Add in two years of pandemic with little opportunity to go to new places and experience new things, and my creative cup was dangerously low. I hadn’t had as much time as I would have liked to create personal work just for me, and I felt a strong need to fill up my creative cup, to feel joy in my work again. I’m sure many of you have felt the same.


For me, this means taking the time to be creative for the sake of it: Creating a page of color palettes and reveling in the simple of joy of mixing the colors and seeing them come alive and sing to each other. Taking the time to paint something just for me, perhaps an idea that’s been buzzing around in my head for ages, waiting to make its way onto the page. Making the time to visit an art exhibition or go to a museum. In the short term, it can feel wrong to spend precious time on personal work, not doing something “more useful” or “productive,” but in the long term, it is the best thing I can do for myself as an artist and as a human being.


This book is full of helpful tips, practical advice, projects to try, and inspiring interviews to help you fill your creative cup.













Finding Your Style



People frequently ask me about how to find their style. It’s normal to feel anxious about this when you first start making art. The key is to try not to worry about it too much. Everybody has a style, and it will come with time. The more you practice, the more quickly you’ll start to see your style develop.


I believe everybody has an innate artistic style, just as everybody has handwriting that is unique to them. I have taught so many workshops where everyone has sat around painting the same bunch of flowers, using the exact same paints, having been taught the exact same techniques, and every single one of those paintings looks different. It’s one of the beautiful things about art—that every painting is, in a way, a self-portrait. Every brush mark—its angle, its pressure, its steadiness—is unique to the person who painted it. So everybody has a style, and the more you draw and paint and observe, the more confident that style will be, and it will grow and evolve over time.
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