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Meet the author


I have always been interested in drawing. Initially, in my youth, I made drawings simply for my own enjoyment, while later, as an art student, teacher, artist and now for many years as an art journalist, I have also recognized that, in addition to its potential as an art form in its own right, drawing is tremendously important as the skill that underpins all forms of art and craft activity.


You may be a complete beginner, or perhaps you already enjoy drawing but want to improve your skills to help you achieve even greater satisfaction and pleasure from your sketches and drawings? Certainly drawing is a wonderful means of expressing your thoughts and feelings about things. Or perhaps your main interest is painting, but you are aware that your basic drawing skills are letting you down?
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Illustration 0.1 There can be many different reasons for making a drawing. The inspiration is not always the subject matter itself but perhaps, as here, the interplay of different textures and light and dark effects. Charcoal and charcoal pencil.


Whatever your reasons for wanting to improve your drawing technique and gain confidence, I hope that this book will help. It considers every aspect of the drawing process, from the use of different materials and methods to selecting subject matter, composition and developing your own style of drawing.


And this is the key point, I think: there is no ‘right’ way to draw. So, once you have mastered the basic techniques and information covered in this book, don’t be afraid to let your own thoughts and preferences play their part, and above all, enjoy yourself!





1: Only got a minute?



We are all born with the ability to draw. Essentially, drawing is making marks on some kind of surface. The inspiration for those marks may come from our imagination, or perhaps instead from seeing something that looks exciting to draw. In either case the marks are created by a process that entails translating thoughts and feelings into lines and shapes, using a pencil or a similar type of drawing tool or medium. The best drawings show both skill and interpretation.


Because we can all draw, given some time, practice and perseverance, we can improve our basic ability and the way that we express our ideas through the versatile medium of drawing. It is never too late to start drawing or to develop more skills and experience. One of the many advantages of drawing is the variety of possible approaches and interpretations that it offers.


People draw for different reasons and in consequence attribute different degrees of importance to the act of drawing. This makes a good starting point for learning more about drawing, and it is where this book begins. With an appreciation of the scope of drawing you then have a context in which to start learning more about materials, from the versatile pencil to various colour media, and key techniques, such as drawing with lines and using guidelines to construct specific shapes. You will also discover that an important part of learning to draw is learning to see, understand and visually analyze things. Building on this foundation of information, skills and attitudes, you will be able to progress to the later sections of the book, in which you can study the more challenging aspects of composition, working through different stages and finding the interesting ideas that will help you develop your own style of drawing.





5: Only got five minutes?



Whatever your reason for wanting to draw there is no doubt that, as you gain experience and confidence, you will find it a very rewarding activity. Drawing is a wonderful way of recording events and subjects that interest you, and certainly initially, it requires very little in the way of materials and equipment. There are many techniques and exercises to help you, but remember that there is no such thing as a ‘right’ way to draw. Successful drawings will owe as much to your individual interpretation as they will to your drawing skills and knowledge.


Pencils are a good medium to start with. They suit all types of drawing, from quick sketches to highly detailed tonal studies. Moreover, there are quite a few kinds of pencil to work with. In Chapter 2, there are exercises to help you test out your pencils to see what lines and effects are possible. Having gained confidence with pencils, experiment with other materials such as charcoal, wax and conté crayons, and pen and ink.


The next step is to examine ways of acquiring skills in basic drawing techniques, so that you can start using those materials with purpose and success, choosing the most suitable approach and effects for your subject matter.


The main techniques include drawing with lines. Contour drawings will help you draw with more assurance and pick out the essential shapes within the subject matter, while an understanding of methods involving guidelines will provide you with reliable ways of drawing cylindrical, symmetrical and similar basic shapes.


Another key skill is knowing how to make something look three-dimensional – creating a sense of form and space. First look hard at the subject matter and notice how the light plays on each surface and creates highlights and shadows of different intensities. Practise how to achieve different strengths of tone from your pencil, stick of charcoal, or other drawing medium, variations of pressure being the key factor. Use the exercises in Chapter 4 to help you develop confidence.
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Illustration 0.2 Life drawing is a very good way to learn about the formal elements of drawing, such as proportion and creating a sense of three-dimensional form. Pen and ink with charcoal.


The principles and techniques covered so far equally apply to working with colour drawing media such as water-soluble coloured pencils, pastels and coloured inks. Again, it is a good idea to start with pencils, using a limited palette of colours to begin with and experimenting with ways of creating tone and texture effects. But do try as many different media as possible. It is mainly by experimenting that you will discover what best suits your approach to drawing.


Something that you will quickly appreciate about drawing is that you cannot draw any type of subject matter accurately if you have not first observed and studied it thoroughly. Always the starting point for a successful representational drawing is sound observation.


Linked with this is the practice of sketching. As explained in Chapter 7, a sketchbook is an essential item of equipment and, ideally, it is something that you should use every day. Sketching helps you develop your drawing skills and additionally you can use it for research, jotting down ideas, composition roughs and so on, working in different media.


There are two main points to remember about choosing things to draw: firstly, you are more likely to make a good drawing if the subject is something that you really want to draw; and secondly, always look for subjects that are in some way challenging, because this is how you will continue to improve your skills. There is only one guaranteed way to learn to draw and that is to have a go, and draw as often as you can!





10: Only got ten minutes?



To an extent drawing is an innate ability: we are all born with some drawing skills and people have always wanted to draw, for it is a natural form of self-expression. So, in theory, we should all be able to draw! However, if you haven’t drawn for a number of years, you are bound to have lost some skill and confidence. And even if you draw regularly, there are always fresh ideas to explore and new media to try out.


It is never too late to develop your interest in drawing and improve your technique.


Whatever your reasons for wanting to draw, it won’t be long before you realize that there is an enormous range of tools, media and techniques to choose from. A knowledge of and confidence with these will provide you with tremendous scope for individuality and creativity.


The best way to learn to draw is to have a go for yourself, so throughout this book there are illustrations and exercises to help you. After studying the text, you may want to start by copying some of these examples as a way of practising and building up your confidence before tackling the exercises.


The first step towards developing your drawing skills is to gain some experience and confidence with a range of drawing tools and materials. It is best to concentrate on black and white media first. Pencils are a good starting point because they are a very familiar medium. See how many different types of marks and tones you can make with your pencil. There are many different types to try.


Next, try some drawings with charcoal, which is an excellent medium for creating a quick impression of a subject. And there are various types of crayons and inks which you should also consider.


From your initial experiments with tools and media you will be able to move on to gain some confidence and skill with the essential drawing techniques. The main techniques are line, tone, colour and texture. It is important to study these very carefully and to practise every one until you feel confident about it.


Line is the most commonly used drawing technique and the most versatile. Techniques include continuous line drawings and contour drawings. Additionally, lines can be applied in such a way that they convey a sense of tone (light and dark values) in a drawing, or, as guidelines, they will provide a sort of skeleton for the drawing – a starting point on which to build the accurate shapes.


For drawings in which you want to convey a good likeness of something, one of the main challenges is how to make things drawn on a flat piece of paper look three-dimensional. Working with contrasts of light and dark, and hence tonal values and shading techniques, is the main way of creating the illusion of space and depth.


Here, as always, the process starts with observation: note how the play of light on the subject creates different effects, from deep, dark shadows to glinting highlights. Make a tonal strip, as explained in Chapter 4, and then practise various shading techniques, such as hatching, blending, shading and erasing, and so on, before applying these to drawings of single objects, groups of objects and more complex subjects.


Tone is also related to colour, which is the next important topic to consider. The ability to use colour techniques will give you more scope to interpret the subject matter with the maximum impact.


The techniques so far discussed will equally apply to colour drawing media such as coloured pencils, soft pastels and pastel pencils. Experiment first, particularly with pressure, to get an idea of the range of light to dark and texture effects that are possible with each medium, and then try some sketches and drawings of different subjects.


Other interesting media include water-soluble coloured pencils, oil pastels, and coloured inks, which are available in both water-soluble and water-resistant types.


[image: Image]


Illustration 0.3 As here, drawings do not have to be highly finished and detailed to be effective. Ink brush drawing.


Having experimented with different media and practised the basic techniques, it is time to start applying what you have learned to making drawings of subjects that interest and inspire you. To begin with it is wise to work from actual rather than imagined subject matter. Observational skills are important for all artists because, whatever you want to draw and however you want to interpret it, you will make your most successful drawings if you start from a basis of knowledge and understanding of the subject matter.


From observation, you can progress to study related topics such as analysis, selection, interpretation and feeling, and adopting a more stylized, imaginative or even abstract approach. Even if you do not want to try these approaches just yet, it will be useful to appreciate the scope available.


To encourage you to draw regularly and to provide somewhere in which you can record ideas and information, you will need a sketchbook. This is the place for practising techniques, jotting down notes and ideas, and making sketches of interesting subjects at any time. Think of your sketchbook as your personal visual notebook. You don’t have to show it to anyone else, and therefore you can work freely, without inhibition. Try to use your sketchbook every day.


As you begin to make larger and more complex drawings there are some aspects that assume a greater importance. These include design and preliminary planning. Theories of design and related topics – how to make composition sketches, for example, create an effective focal point, use a viewfinder, or work with a knowledge of perspective, proportion and related scale – are covered in Chapter 8.


Complex drawing projects often benefit from a planned approach working through key stages:


 




	
Sketchbook ideas – Rough plans and ideas to help with decisions about the subject matter and the sort of emphasis and impact you want to achieve in the drawing.


	
Research – Will you need more information to work from, in the form of reference sketches and studies? Which media and techniques will work best for the effects you envisage?


	
Composition – Try some composition roughs to examine a choice of designs before making your final decision.


	
Preparation – Will the paper need stretching or preparing in some way before you start drawing? Do you have all the equipment and materials you will need to complete the drawing?





When it comes to subject matter and choosing what to draw the scope is boundless. My advice is to attempt as many different types of subject as you can. And remember that you are more likely to make a good drawing if the subject interests you, rather than drawing just for the sake of drawing.


In time you will gradually begin to develop your own drawing style. This will be the result of a combination of factors – the media and techniques you use, your subject matter, and your own personality and how you see and react to things. As you begin to draw with increasing freedom and confidence, so your style will emerge.
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Illustration 0.4 Making a freely expressed drawing like this is a great way to convey your thoughts and feelings about a subject. Conté crayon.


You will soon discover that great sense of achievement and satisfaction when a drawing is completed and it exactly fulfils your expectations. What is more, a successful drawing will help to generate the enthusiasm and energy to tackle the next idea, which hopefully will be even better!





1


What is drawing?


In this chapter you will learn:




	about the various types of drawings


	why drawing is important


	how drawings can express different ideas and communicate information.





Making marks


Defining drawing is no easy task. But what we can say is that drawing involves making lines or marks on any suitable surface to convey ideas and information. Essentially, drawing is a means of expression and a method of contact between the artist and other people.


As you work through this book, you will notice that drawings can be made in many different ways and for a variety of reasons. Depending on the subject matter and what you want to say about it, you might, for example, choose to draw freely with a brush dipped in ink or instead work intricately with a sharp pencil. And, of course, you could decide to use colour or keep to black and white.


Sometimes a drawing is just a starting point, perhaps for an idea that you intend to develop later as a painting. Alternatively, there will be times when you want the drawing to make a fully resolved statement in its own right. Drawings can be informative, expressive or decorative, just as they can be humorous or serious, therapeutic or intellectual. There are cartoons and illustrations, plans and diagrams, roughs and sketches, details and studies. A drawing can be scratched in the sand or printed from a computer. There are many different media and techniques for making drawings; the scope is vast.
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Illustration 1.1 The choice of medium is always an important consideration in a drawing. For speed, here I have chosen to work with a brush and diluted Indian ink.


LINE, TONE AND COLOUR


Contrary to the definition in many dictionaries, drawing is not confined to lines and monochrome. There are many colour drawing media and techniques to try, as discussed in Chapter 5. In addition, some drawing methods rely on washes or broad applications of tone rather than lines, and you can also make a drawing with a brush. In fact, often the initial stages of a painting rely on drawing with a brush, before any consideration can be given to colour, form and painterly qualities. Indeed, the boundaries between drawing and painting are never very precise.





Insight


When artists talk about ‘tone’ they are referring to the range of light to dark values in a drawing or painting and the contrasts from brilliant highlights to deep shadows, whether in colour or black and white.





In general terms, however, most drawings use line as the principle technique and they are made in black and white. The usual method is to press a soft substance, like pencil or charcoal, on to a harder, receptive surface, such as paper, to create a series of marks. As well, drawings can be made by an intaglio process, or by impressing, carving, indenting, spraying and other methods.


When we look at something we see it as form and colour, not in terms of lines. So in creating a drawing we have to assess what we see and then transcribe the image into a series of lines, dashes and dots. Although this process can reach heights of great sophistication, conveying likeness and realism, in practice all drawings must simplify, abstract and interpret what is actually seen.
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Illustration 1.2 These two drawings of the same subject show how the choice of medium influences the result. The top drawing, made with a fine fibre-tip pen, is free and expressive in character, whereas the pencil drawing is more controlled and offers more information.



Feeling and impact


What is a successful drawing? Perhaps, like many artists you measure a good drawing in terms of accuracy and realism, and you like the finished work to look as lifelike as possible? But shouldn’t a drawing also express feeling and individuality? These qualities are important, I think. However, although we all have some drawing ability, it takes time to develop the necessary confidence to draw with real feeling and perception. The trouble is that as we grow up we tend to develop preconceptions and inhibitions that undermine our confidence to draw freely. To draw well, we need to overcome those inhibitions.


Most of us will envy the sheer joy and spontaneity that is found in the work of very young artists. There is nothing rubbed out, fussed over, cluttered or overworked here. The drawings of young children are characterized by clear and immediate statements about what is felt. They are acts of communication that are often easier and more successfully made than verbal expression. The marks are vital and telling. What a pity that we have to grow up!





Insight


Naturally, if you haven’t done much drawing in the past, to begin with your drawings may not be as successful as you would like. But be assured, as long as you practise and persevere, success will follow.





MAKING YOUR MARKS COUNT


The more you draw, the more you will appreciate that successful drawings depend on doing just the right amount of work. A good drawing conveys the artist’s message with some impact, yet at the same time will leave something to the imagination of the viewer. Simple drawings are often the most powerful. The best of these imply information that isn’t actually drawn, combining this with lines of immense freedom and energy. Learning to simplify is a key element in the process of learning to draw.


But this isn’t to say that every drawing must be reduced to a few lines. Often there are very good reasons to render detail, textures and highly accurate shapes. Why you choose to draw something and how you decide to interpret it are obviously important factors in determining the sort of drawing you make. It may well be that you have to use a variety of techniques and go into a fair amount of detail in order to express satisfactorily what you see as the essential characteristics of the subject matter. However, whether you use a few lines or many hundreds, everything should count and contribute towards the end result. Each mark should be vital.
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Illustration 1.3 There will always be plenty of ideas and techniques to try out in your drawings, so don’t be afraid to experiment and to look for interesting ways to interpret each new subject. Pencil, wax resist with ink wash.


The language of drawing


There is a well-known saying that ‘a picture is worth a thousand words’, and how true this is! With most drawings, it would take many lengthy paragraphs to accurately describe their content and meaning. In contrast, we need only look at a drawing for a few seconds, and its message is conveyed almost immediately and most likely with more information and impact than any written description. What is more, the language of drawing is international – a drawing will mean something to us whatever our culture and background.


The fact that we can ‘read’ a drawing quite quickly need not lessen its lasting value. The best drawings never lose their appeal and, like any good work of art, there is always something that is interesting and stimulating to look at, and fresh qualities to understand and appreciate.


However, while there is a general language of drawing, there are obviously many subtle variations of that language from artist to artist. So, it follows that if we have an affinity towards particular artists or types of drawing it is because we respond more readily to certain ideas and ways of expressing them. Furthermore, each artist will usually employ variations of his or her drawing style according to the aims of the drawing. Working roughs are made to clarify ideas, sketchbook studies to collect information, and the final drawing to resolve thoughts into a visual statement. Each of these stages of working requires a different sort of approach and emphasis.


Types of drawing


Mostly we draw to inform or to express. For instance, if we want to show what something looks like, then we need to work in an objective and representational way. Alternatively, for subjects such as a stormy seascape or a dramatically lit interior, we may be tempted to draw in a much more personal way to express what we feel about the subject matter. This is classifying drawing into very broad types of course, for one general type does not necessarily preclude another. Drawings are often representational and informative, for example, yet not entirely objective, because they are drawn with some feeling. Similarly a subjective drawing, while perhaps very emotive in its impact, might equally convey pertinent information about the subject matter.
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Illustration 1.4 Mood is a key quality to aim for, and again success will partly depend on the choice of media. Indian ink, charcoal, ink wash and white gouache.


Drawings that inform normally result from straightforward observation and enquiry. Such drawings aim to create records of fact, and this process is sometimes carried further into detailed analysis. In contrast, where the artist’s personal response to the subject dominates, emotion is likely to replace an emphasis on observation and, as a result, the work becomes much more expressive and individual in nature, perhaps to the extent that the final drawing shows a completely non-objective or abstract quality.





Insight


While detailed, perhaps ‘photographic’ drawings can be admired for their technical skill, they are not always the most interesting and appealing to look at. Drawings are best when they reflect something of the individual artist.





MEDIUM AND METHOD


In response to the subject matter and our aims and objectives for undertaking the drawing, we have to decide which method is best suited to realize the idea fully. Vital to the success of any drawing is the medium we choose and the consequent range of techniques. So, as well as being objective or subjective, representational or expressive, analytical or stylized, decorative or abstract, drawings can also be classified by medium and method: pencil, pen and ink, charcoal, mixed media, and so on. There are also line drawings, tonal drawings, line and wash, and a range of other techniques. And, as previously mentioned, drawing types may be thumbnail sketches, diagrammatic summaries, roughs, cartoons, details, under-drawing for painting, research studies and large-scale completed works.
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